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ABSTRACT

Alurayh, Naif. The Phenomenon of Gifted Underachievement in Saudi Arabia. Published
Doctor of Philosophy dissertation, University of Northern Colorado, 2016.
The underachievement of high potential students is considered a significant issue
in the field of gifted education in the United States. For decades, researchers have
studied why gifted students fail to achieve at high levels in school; however, the research
base on this topic is limited in most Middle Eastern countries and nonexistent in Saudi
Arabia. Therefore, the purpose of this phenomenological, qualitative research study was
to gain an understanding of the perceptions of gifted education teachers, parents of gifted
children, and gifted coordinators in Saudi Arabia regarding the phenomenon of gifted
students who underachieve in school.
Three parents of gifted children, four teachers of gifted children, and three gifted
education coordinators were interviewed individually using semi-structured interviews.
Findings revealed participants believed gifted underachievers could be found in Saudi
Arabia and these students demonstrated both adverse (easily distracted, exhibiting
problem behavior, disengaged, and sensitive) and positive characteristics (leadership and
creativity). Further, the participants attributed individual factors (negative attitudes
toward teachers, lack of self-regulation, desire for autonomy, lack of goal valuation, and
low self-concept) to the underachievement of gifted students. Additionally, environmental
factors (pressure from parents or lack thereof, peer pressure, insufficient instructional
environment, and challenging external circumstances) were determined to affect the
iii

underachievement of gifted students in Saudi Arabia. The participants offered ideas to
support the reversal of Saudi gifted students’ underachievement by providing a range of
learning options such as building strong relationships, providing guidance, monitoring
progress, and family and school collaboration Implications of the findings from this study
will increase understanding about gifted underachievement in Saudi Arabia and thereby
address a critical gap in the literature. In addition, it is hoped these findings will lead to
discussion and even action with regard to identifying gifted underachievers in Saudi
Arabia, recommendations that would prevent gifted students from underachieving, and
strategies to reverse underachievement.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Why do high-ability students demonstrate low achievement? This question has
attracted the attention of educators and continues to be discussed a great deal in the field
of gifted education. It is estimated that 15-50% of the gifted population underachieve at
some point in their educational careers (Hoffman, Wasson, & Christianson, 1985; Seeley,
1993). This is an alarming statistic and one that should not be taken lightly. Gowan
(1955) called underachievement in gifted students “one of the greatest social wastes of
our culture” (p. 247). Likewise, Emerick (1992) stated, “There is no problem more
perplexing or frustrating than the situation in which a bright child cannot or will not
perform at an academic level commensurate with his or her intellectual ability” (p. 140).
Unfortunately, identifying gifted students who underachieve can be challenging.
Many of these students “slip through the cracks.” Often, it is not until a student is failing
that educators attempt to intervene. Intervention at this point, especially if not
individualized to the student and the reasons why the student is underachieving, is
unlikely to adequately address the issue at hand and the student’s underachievement will
persist (Ritchotte, Rubenstein, & Murry, 2015). The chronic nature of underachievement
(Peterson & Colangelo, 1996), especially if it is not addressed in a timely and appropriate
manner, might result in negative outcomes such as failing in school and/or dropping out
of school (Matthews, 2006; Reis & McCoach, 2000; Renzulli & Park, 2002).
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It is important to note that although the why of gifted underachievement has been
well researched in the United States, culture still arises as a prevalent factor that
influences gifted students’ decision to underachieve. Within the United States, for
example, African American students might not achieve at levels commensurate with their
ability for fear of appearing “White” to their peers, which might make them feel like they
are betraying their culture (Ford & Whiting, 2011). Similarly, Worrell (2007) found
ethnic identity negatively impacted the academic achievement of secondary gifted
African American students. However, this was not true of White, Hispanic, and Asian
American students. It should go without saying that if underachievement differs within a
single country across cultures, it would most likely differ between and within countries
internationally.
Gifted underachievement is believed to be a global phenomenon; however, it has
not been studied extensively on an international level. With that said, the few
international studies on gifted underachievement that could be located suggested a
difference in how underachievement is manifested among gifted students in different
countries. For example, while competition is not seen as detrimental to gifted students’
achievement in the United Arab Emirates (students are rewarded for their competitive
behaviors with high grades), studies in Hong Kong actually revealed competition
between gifted students might adversely affect their affective learning outcomes (e.g.,
motivation, self-concept) and lead to underachievement (Cheung & Rudowicz, 2003).
However, because of the paucity of studies on this topic internationally, researchers do
not know enough about the role culture plays in influencing gifted students to
underachieve in different countries.
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Problem Statement
The phenomenon of gifted underachievement has been studied extensively in the
United States; however, even with a comprehensive body of research on this topic,
researchers do not always agree on what influences gifted underachievement, how to
identify gifted underachievers, and, perhaps most importantly, how to reverse gifted
underachievement. Further complicating the matter, and often overlooked in the research
base on gifted underachievement, is the question of how culture influences this
phenomenon (Hoover-Schultz, 2005). Although it is useful to examine the body of
research to better understand the why and how of underachievement, it is equally
important to seek to understand how gifted underachievement, particularly the why,
might differ in other countries, especially countries just now embracing gifted education.
Only a handful of studies have been published on gifted underachievement
outside the United States. The phenomenon of gifted underachievement has not come
close to being exhausted in international research literature. Cultural differences are
likely to exist when looking at this phenomenon internationally; therefore, utilizing a
Western lens to understand gifted underachievement in foreign countries might not be
appropriate.
Statement of Purpose
Although researchers have a good idea of why gifted students underachieve, the
majority of published articles and studies have been conducted in the United States. No
research could be located on gifted underachievement in Saudi Arabia. Given the
absence of research-based on this issue in Saudi Arabia, it is necessary to start at the
beginning to attempt to understand what this phenomenon looks like. Therefore, the
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purpose of the current study was to gain an understanding of the perceptions of teachers
of gifted students, parents of gifted children, and gifted coordinators in Saudi Arabia
regarding the phenomenon of Saudi gifted students who underachieve in school.
Research Questions
The following research questions guided this study:
Q1

How is underachievement of gifted students perceived in Saudi
Arabia?
Q1a

Do parents and educators in Saudi Arabia believe gifted
underachievers exist? Why or why not?

Q1b

What are the characteristics of Saudi gifted underachievers?

Q1c

What factors contribute to Saudi gifted students’
underachievement?

Q1d

How can gifted underachievement be reversed in Saudi Arabia?
Overview of Methodology

Constructivism was used to guide this study. Constructivism is the individual’s
viewpoint of the world. The participant’s perspective is based on his/her unique daily
experiences (Creswell, 2013; Crotty, 1998). As a researcher using the constructivist
paradigm, I asked participants to share their self-experiences and perceptions related to
what gifted underachievement is and what a gifted underachiever might look like with
regard to academic and social/emotional characteristics in Saudi Arabia.
By following the guidance of constructivism, social interactions are necessary in
creating reality, knowledge, and learning. Context and culture influence the social
interactions of interest to constructivists (Derry, 1999). I used interpretivism as the
theoretical perspective for this study. Interpretivism provides a framework to understand
perspectives and explain human and social reality (Crotty, 1998).
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To further explore the perceptions of parents of gifted children, teachers of gifted
children, and gifted coordinators in Saudi Arabia and to elicit thick, rich descriptions of
these perceptions, I used phenomenology as the methodology (Creswell, 2013). Patton
(1990) described phenomenological studies as “descriptions of what people experience
and how it is that they experience’’ (p. 71). Seidman (2013) stated, “A
phenomenological approach to interviewing focuses on the experiences of participants
and the meaning they make of that experience” (p. 16). In the present study, I share the
participants’ experiences and recollections through semi-structured interviews. I
performed thematic analysis by identifying and constructing categories that captured
some recurring patterns in the data (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984).
Researcher Stance
I believe it is probable that the phenomenon of gifted underachievement is
happening in Saudi Arabia and awareness of the phenomenon could possibly help these
students. Gifted underachievement is generally not acknowledged in Saudi Arabia due to
the lack of adequate awareness and understanding about this topic.
I am very passionate and have a strong interest in gifted underachievement. In
addition, most of my knowledge and understanding about the phenomenon of gifted
underachievement has been predominantly through U.S. studies and from U.S.
professors.
Therefore, I need to be careful not to let my own personal assumptions on this
topic informed by my education in the United States bias my findings. I was sensitive
and cautious when I conducted interviews with the participants in Saudi Arabia to
minimize the effect of my biases. For example, I was careful not to suggest what I
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thought and knew about underachievement to participants in the interviews to avoid bias
in my findings. My follow-up questions would not lead participants to give me answers
that confirmed what I personally believed about the phenomenon of gifted
underachievement.
Researchers’ Assumptions
Leedy and Ormrod (2010) posited, “Assumptions are so basic that, without them,
the research problem itself could not exist” (p. 62). Since I am a Saudi gifted education
researcher, I have an interest in the topic of gifted education in Saudi Arabia. In the past,
I had not worked directly with Saudi gifted underachievers; however, my assumptions
around this phenomenon included:
1.

The phenomenon of gifted underachievement exists in Saudi Arabia.

2.

Participants will honestly answer all the interview questions because
confidentiality and anonymity will be protected.

3.

Participants will be encouraged and motivated to share their experience
about gifted education because participation in the study is voluntary, they
may decide of their own volition not to participate in this study, and once
they begin participation, they may still decide to stop and withdraw at any
time.

4.

Gifted teachers and the gifted school coordinators will be more familiar with
the concept of underachievement than parents of gifted students because
they have experience and daily interaction with a variety of gifted students.
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Significance of the Study
Gifted education is fairly new in Saudi Arabia. In the mid-20th century, Saudi
Arabian educators and leaders began to focus on identifying and nurturing gifted
students. During the 1960s, the educational policy in Saudi Arabia stated, “Each student
has the right to develop his/her talent, and his/her ability” (Aljughaiman et al., 2009, p.
35). It was not until the 1990s, when the adoption of educational services and programs
began, that the Ministry of Education created the program called “Talent Search”; in
1997, this program started officially to identify gifted students and then to provide
educational services (Matthews & McBee, 2007). In 1991, there was cooperation
between King Saud University and the Ministry of Education to create a five-year plan to
support the identification of gifted students. In 1997, the first definition of giftedness was
proposed by the King Abdulaziz City for Science and Technology (KACST; 1997).
Teachers in Saudi Arabia do not always feel prepared to provide services for
high-ability students (Maajeeny, 1990). Batterjee (2013) found gifted Saudi students
sorely lacked educational support and care from their teachers. With gifted education
being new in Saudi Arabia and a general lack of teacher knowledge and training in this
area, it is not surprising little is known about what gifted underachievement looks like for
Saudi students. It goes without saying--more research is needed to better understand and
support gifted students in Saudi Arabia.
Further, the current methods of identifying giftedness in Saudi Arabian students
have relied solely on teacher nomination and high IQ. Restrictive identification
procedures and a lack of teacher awareness of the concept of gifted underachievement
narrowed the view of what giftedness looks like among Saudi students. In addition, the
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lack of teacher awareness of the concept of gifted underachievement precluded the
consideration of students who might have very high potential but were not exhibiting
corresponding achievement. With an increase in teacher awareness of gifted
underachievement, the needs of gifted underachievers will more likely be met and the
potential of these students realized. The hope is the findings from this study will increase
teacher awareness and lead stakeholders to question current gifted identification
procedures and programming so gifted underachievement might be mitigated in Saudi
Arabia. In addition, the hope is findings from this study will help address the critical gap
in the literature on gifted underachievement in Middle Eastern countries and increase the
awareness and understanding about gifted underachievement in Saudi Arabia. In
addition, there are benefits to exploring the gifted underachievement phenomenon in
Saudi Arabia in the form of contributing to the research literature, which in turn will help
the development of policies regarding gifted education in Saudi Arabia.
Delimitations
For this research study, all participants including parents of gifted children,
teachers of gifted children, and gifted coordinators were males. In Gulf countries
including Saudi Arabia, there is gender segregation in academic settings. It is impossible
for Saudi males to gain face-to-face access to Saudi female participants. Because of this,
it is difficult for Saudi male researchers to interview Saudi female participants; thus, only
Saudi males were interviewed for the current study.
Also, the participants in this study were limited to teachers, gifted coordinators,
and parents. Gifted teachers were selected because of their daily interaction with gifted
students in the school. In addition, these teachers spend a long period of time with gifted
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students so they could be considered “experts” about gifted students, especially in
academic settings. Saudi gifted coordinators were selected because of their rich
experience concerning gifted students. The nature of their work necessitates interactions
with gifted teachers, gifted students, and parents of gifted children. Parents of gifted
teachers were selected because of their daily interaction with their gifted children in the
home. Based on this, parents would have awareness of gifted students’ academic and
social lives.
Further, the participants only knew the Saudi definition of giftedness and Saudi
gifted identification procedures. Their responses were most likely focused solely on
students who were identified gifted via nomination and IQ testing. Although participants
could have been given a more inclusive U.S. definition of giftedness on which to base
their responses, this could potentially have biased their findings; therefore, the
participants were asked to focus their responses on identified gifted children in Saudi
Arabia.
Lastly, all four gifted education teachers who participated in this study were
middle school teachers from the same school. Due to the newness of gifted education in
Saudi Arabia, only magnet gifted middle schools for males have been established.
Key Terminology
Definition of underachievement--A definition of underachievement from researchers in
the United States is included as no Saudi definition of underachievement has been
developed. Upon completing a comprehensive review of the literature on gifted
underachievement, Reis and McCoach (2000) proposed the following definition:
Underachievers are students who exhibit a severe discrepancy between expected
achievement (as measured by standardized achievement test scores or cognitive or
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intellectual ability assessments) and actual achievement (as measured by class
grades and teacher evaluations). To be classified as an underachiever, the
discrepancy between expected and actual achievement must not be the direct
result of a diagnosed learning disability and must persist over an extended period
of time. Gifted underachievers are underachievers who exhibit superior scores on
measures of expected achievement (i.e., standardized achievement test scores or
cognitive or intellectual ability assessments). (p.157)
Gifted student--The current definition of giftedness used in Saudi Arabia by the KACST
(1997) states that gifted students
have unique skills, abilities or distinguished performance from their peers in
one or more of the areas those are evaluated by society (especially in the areas of
mental superiority, innovative thinking, educational attainment, and special ability
and skills) and are in need of special educational care that is unavailable in the
ordinary school curriculum. (p. 7)
Phenomenology--Phenomenology is a research method that
focus[es] on exploring how human beings make sense of experience and
transform experience into consciousness, both individually and as shared
meaning. This requires methodologically, carefully, and thoroughly capturing and
describing how people experience some phenomenon—how they perceive it,
describe it, feel about it, judge, remember it, make sense of it, and talk about it
with others. (Patton, 2002, p. 104)
Summary
The underachievement of high potential students is considered a significant issue
in the field of gifted education in the United States. Gifted underachievement is a global
phenomenon that has been extensively studied by researchers for the past two decades,
especially in the United States. However, even with a comprehensive body of research
on this topic, researchers do not always agree on what influences gifted
underachievement, how to identify gifted underachievers, and, perhaps most importantly,
how to reverse gifted underachievement. Further complicating the matter, and often
overlooked in the research base on gifted underachievement, is the question of how
culture influences this phenomenon (Hoover-Schultz, 2005). Although it is useful to
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examine the body of research to better understand the why and how of underachievement,
it is equally important to seek to understand how gifted underachievement, particularly
the why, might differ in other countries, especially countries just now embracing gifted
education. For decades, researchers have studied why gifted students fail to achieve at
high levels in school; however, the research base on this topic is limited in most Middle
Eastern countries and nonexistent in Saudi Arabia. Studies are needed to ascertain what
the phenomenon of gifted underachievement looks like for students from other parts of
the world.
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CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The first section of this chapter includes giftedness definitions and common
conceptions of giftedness. In addition, this section includes definitions of gifted
underachievement and categories of gifted underachievement definitions. The second
section of this chapter examines the extant literature on the influences of gifted
underachievement including individual, home environment, and school environment
factors.
The third section explores theoretical models including Baker, Bridger, and
Evans’ (1998) complex model, Diaz’s (1998) model, and Siegle and McCoach’s (2005)
achievement-orientation model. These models have been proposed in an attempt to
capture the multidimensional aspects of underachievement. They consist of many interrelated factors believed to contribute to the onset of underachievement.
The fourth section contains the identification of gifted underachievers and a very
well-known instrument that has been used extensively to identify major factors that
contribute to gifted students’ underachievement--The School Attitude Assessment
Survey-Revised (SAAS-R; McCoach & Siegle, 2003b). The final section examines the
international phenomenon of gifted underachievement.
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Definitions and Conceptions of Giftedness
What do giftedness and intelligence mean? Who are gifted people? Throughout
history, these questions have been considered. Various views of giftedness have
emerged. Social, cultural, and economic influences have been considered when defining
giftedness. Some have described giftedness as military skills, for instance. However,
some have seen it as capable people who excel at engineering (Davis, Rimm, & Siegle,
2011). Different values around the world ensure difficulty in reaching a global view of
giftedness.
Early concepts of giftedness were defined by the ancient Greek community as
people who had military ability and physical strength (Davis et al., 2011). Because of
this, they were interested in the development of the physical body and muscle strength.
Consequently, the sole criterion for selecting gifted people was physical stamina and
physical strength. In China, they viewed gifted people as ones with the ability to invent
(Davis et al., 2011). In the Roman period, they were interested in architecture, law, and
engineering. In Europe, architects, artists, and intellectuals were valued; thus, they
viewed giftedness as the ability to perform (Colangelo & Davis, 2003).
A century and a half ago, many scholars’ views regarding giftedness and gifted
people emerged. The early theorists focused on studying intelligence. Francis Galton
(cited in Watson, 1963) viewed intelligence as high capacity of sensation. Consequently,
he focused on measuring intelligence through sensory abilities, relying on the power of
hearing, visual acuity, and kinetic force. Furthermore, he assumed intelligence came
from genetics so he tried to confirm this through his research by focusing on biographies
of great leaders who descended from intelligent families (Plomin & Price, 2003).
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On the other side, Alfred Binet (cited in Davis et al., 2011) criticized the sensory
tests of intelligence because they focused on the simple measure of mental abilities that
did not measure mental functions such as memory, attention, drawing conclusions, and
understanding. He emphasized the importance of the study of mental processes and
measurement and began to design tests that measured individual differences among
students. In 1904, the French Ministry of Education assigned Binet and Theodore Simon
to find tests that determined the ability of less competent students in order to put them in
appropriate classrooms (Davis et al., 2011). For this reason, the first intelligence tests
were named Binet-Simon (1916/1973) tests. These tests were widely prevalent among
educators, researchers, scientists, and those interested in studying mental abilities (Davis
et al., 2011). Binet and Simon stated,
It seems to us that in intelligence there is a fundamental faculty…judgment,
otherwise called good sense, practical sense, initiative, the faculty of adapting
one's self to circumstance... Indeed, the rest of the intellectual faculties seem of
little importance in comparison with judgment. (Binet & Simon, 1916/1973, pp.
42-43)
For decades, giftedness continued to be defined in terms of intelligence. Lewis Terman
(1926) defined giftedness as "the top 1% level in general intellectual ability as measured
by the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale or a comparable instrument" (p. 43). He focused
on the assessment of children to predict if they would be successful in their future lives.
Through a large-scale longitudinal study, he found gifted children were healthier, better
developed physically (taller), advanced in leadership, and had advanced social
adaptability when they were compared to their average-level peers.
Subsequently, Leta Hollingworth (cited in Davis et al., 2011) became interested in
giftedness and genius when one of her students received higher than a 180 on the
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Stanford-Binet test of intelligence. Hollingworth expressed interest in studying the gifted
and talented; she made great contributions by focusing attention on the emotional aspects
of gifted and talented students (Davis et al., 2011). Because she observed the school
environment was the cause of many of the emotional problems, she established
classrooms from 1922 to 1934 for the application of educational programs suitable for
gifted and talented students. She emphasized the importance of finding an appropriate
level of education for talented students. Finally, she defined gifted students as students
who received an IQ score of 130 or above. In other words, she considered students in the
top 1% in general intelligence as gifted students (Pritchard, 1951).
For decades, IQ was the sole determinant for participation in gifted and talented
programs. In this century, many researchers and educators believe there are many
abilities that cannot be measured by IQ tests alone, e.g., creativity (Renzulli, 2004). In
more recent years, the definition of giftedness has evolved beyond IQ to include other
components. The U. S. Commissioner of Education (Marland, 1972) stated,
Gifted and talented children are those identified by professionally qualified
persons who, by virtue of outstanding abilities, are capable of high performance.
These are children who require differentiated educational programs and/or
services beyond those normally provided by the regular school program in order
to realize their contribution to self and society. Children capable of high
performance include those with demonstrated achievement and/or potential ability
in any of the following areas, singly or in combination: general intellectual ability,
specific academic aptitude, creative or productive thinking, leadership ability,
visual and performing arts, and psychomotor ability. (p. 2)
Renzulli (1978) viewed giftedness as three overlapping rings of human traits: aboveaverage ability, creativity, and task commitment. Renzulli and Reis (1997) defined gifted
behavior in the following way:
Gifted behavior consists of behaviors that reflect an interaction among three basic
clusters of human traits—above average ability, task commitment, and creativity.
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Individuals capable of developing gifted behavior are those possessing or capable
of developing this composite set of traits and applying them to any potentially
valuable area of human performance. Persons who manifest or are capable of
developing an interaction among the three clusters require a wide variety of
educational opportunities and services that are not ordinarily provided through
regular instructional programs. (Renzulli & Reis, 1997, p. 8)
First, above-average ability is defined as ability in abstract thinking, numerical ability,
analytical ability, language fluency, and the ability to acquire information. Second, task
commitment is defined as high levels of attention, endurance, enthusiasm, willpower, and
self-confidence in personal capabilities. Third, creativity is defined as high levels of
fluency, originality of thinking, flexibility, and openness to new experiences (Renzulli,
1986).
Gagné (1985) proposed a distinction between giftedness and talent. He viewed
giftedness as natural abilities that occur spontaneously while talent is the transformation
of those abilities into meaningful human activity or performance. According to his
differentiated model of giftedness and talent, “Giftedness [is] exceptional competence in
one or more domains of ability, and talent [is] exceptional performance in one or more
fields of human activity” (Gagné, 1985, p. 111). Domains of ability are natural abilities
including intellectual abilities, creative abilities, socioaffective abilities, sensorimotor and
other general abilities. Human activity includes academics, arts, business, leisure, social
affection, sports, and technology (Gagné, 2003).
Under the legislation of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (2002), the federal
government defines gifted and talented students as follows:
Students, children, or youth who give evidence of high achievement capability in
such areas as intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership capacity, or in specific
academic fields, and who need services or activities not ordinarily provided
by the school in order to fully develop those capabilities. (Title X, General
Provisions)
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Most recently, the National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC; 2010) defined gifted
and talented students in the following way:
Gifted individuals are those who demonstrate outstanding levels of aptitude
(defined as an exceptional ability to reason and learn) or competence
(documented performance or achievement in top 10% or rarer) in one or more
domains. Domains include any structured area of activity with its own symbol
system (e.g., mathematics, music, language) and/or set of sensorimotor skills
(e.g., painting, dance, sports). (para. 5)
Throughout history, conceptions of giftedness have included both high levels of
performance on specific tasks and the ability to comprehend abstract thought, solve
complex problems, and see connections between different concepts. During the first 70
years of the 20th century, a strong emphasis on intelligence test scores held prominence
in definitions of giftedness. In the latter part of the 20th century and the beginning of
21st century, conceptions and definitions of giftedness have broadened to include a wider
range of specific human traits and abilities.
Giftedness Internationally
The concept of giftedness tends to differ within and across cultures. There is no
universal consensus regarding the definition of giftedness internationally as gifted
definitions, identification procedures, and programming vary from country to country
(Elhoweris, 2014).
North American Definitions
In Canada, the definition of giftedness varies by province. For example, the
Ministry of Education and Training for the province of Ontario defined giftedness as
an unusually advanced degree of general intellectual ability that requires
differentiated learning experiences of a depth the breadth beyond those normally
provided in the regular school program to satisfy the level of educational potential
indicated. (University of Toronto, 2016, para. 1)
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This definition only focused on advanced intellectual ability and ignored other
forms of giftedness. On the other hand, the Ministry of Education of British Columbia
(2016) acknowledged multiple manifestations of giftedness and went so as far as to state:
Perceptions of giftedness vary even among gifted education specialists. At one
time ‘gifted’ was the term used to describe those students who learned quickly
and obtained high scores on IQ tests. While these abilities still contribute to our
understanding of giftedness, the findings of many researchers have given us a
deeper understanding of intelligence. Today "giftedness" is generally accepted to
include a wide range of attributes, from the traditional intellectual measures to
interpersonal abilities. (Special Education, para. 1)
Also, their formal identification procedure for identifying gifted children consisted of
multiple criteria that represent more than one form of giftedness: (a) formal assessments
(e.g., achievement, cognitive ability, and creativity); (b) teacher evaluation through
inventories and checklists; and (c) student portfolios of outstanding work. In addition to
these criteria, the Ministry of Education recommended nominations from teachers,
parents, and fellow students be used as well as interviews with parents and their children.
In Mexico, gifted programs and services are fairly new. Gifted education began
in Mexico in the 1980s in private schools and special gifted programs (Matthews &
Castellano, 2014). In the 1990s, a variety of gifted programs were established in public
schools. The Mexican definition of giftedness is similar to U.S. definition and is fairly
inclusive. In Mexico, gifted students are
those who stand out, qualitatively or quantitatively, in the social and educational
environment on one or more of the following areas: science technology, socialhumanistic, artistic, and in physical activates such as sport. These students have
above average natural abilities in one or more of the following area: intellectual,
creative, socioemotional, artistic, and psychomotor. (Matthews & Castellano,
2014, p. 56)
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European Definitions
Many European countries do not have a specific definition of giftedness. Rather,
many provide definitions that emphasize cognitive ability (e.g., Portugal, France,
Germany, Netherlands). In many of these countries, giftedness is simply viewed as a
special form of intelligence (European Agency for Development in Special Needs
Education [EADSNE], 2009).
For instance, students who display high intellectual ability are considered gifted in
Spain. Similarly, in France and Germany, gifted students are those with an IQ score of
130 or above. Further, in the Netherlands, gifted students must have an IQ of 120 or
above (EADSNE, 2009).
Other definitions of giftedness in European countries focused less on cognitive
ability and were fairly vague. In the Czech Republic, for example, gifted students are
those students with "a high level of creativity in a broad range of activity areas as well as
in individual cognitive, motor, art and social abilities" (EADSNE, 2009, p. 12). In
Slovenia, gifted students are described as students with special educational needs.
The United Kingdom also vaguely defines giftedness. In the United Kingdom,
gifted children are defined as “children and young people with one or more abilities
developed to a level significantly ahead of their year group (or with the potential to
develop those abilities)” (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008, p. 1).
This definition lacks detail and leads one to question how “abilities” are operationalized
and what qualifies as “a level significantly ahead.”
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Asian Definitions
Giftedness in Asian countries is not universally accepted or defined. For
example, in 1990, the Hong Kong Education Commission (Chan, 2000) defined
giftedness in children as those who had excelled or had the potential to excel in the
following areas: “(1) general intellectual ability, (2) specific academic aptitude, (3)
creative or productive thinking, (4) leadership ability; (5) visual and performing arts, and
(6) psychomotor ability” (p. 4). Conversely, Stevenson, Lee, and Chen (1994) found
Japanese schools focused on effort rather than innate ability and a formal definition of
giftedness does not exist. Likewise, Cooper (1999) studied how gifted and talented
students were served in Japan. Among the author’s findings was the lack of concept of
giftedness and identification criteria to determine giftedness.
Gulf and Middle Eastern
Definitions
In the Gulf and Middle Eastern regions, children who demonstrate high ability
and creativity and exhibit certain behavioral traits are defined as gifted and talented
(Subhi-Yamin, 1997). In the United Arab Emirates (UAE), the government does not
have any regulations regarding the education and placement of gifted children. In UAE,
gifted children are identified as those who demonstrate high academic achievement or
creativity. In practice, the identification of gifted children in UAE is done through
teacher nominations and evidence of academic achievement (Elhoweris, 2014).
The current definition of giftedness used in Saudi Arabia by the King Abdulaziz
City for Science and Technology (1997) states that gifted students
have unique skills, abilities or distinguished performance from their peers in one
or more of the areas those are evaluated by society (especially in the areas of
mental superiority, innovative thinking, educational attainment, and special ability
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and skills) and are in need of special educational care that is unavailable in the
ordinary school curriculum. (p. 7)
The current definition of giftedness in Saudi Arabia does not fit the methods of
identifying gifted students because it relies solely on teacher nomination and high IQ.
Defining Gifted Underachievement
Currently, there is no universal definition of gifted underachievement (Siegle &
McCoach, 2009); however, it is generally agreed underachievement represents a
discrepancy between students’ expected performance as compared to their actual
performance (Reis & McCoach, 2000). For example, a student might score high on a test
of ability or achievement (i.e., expected performance) but in class, that student earns poor
grades (i.e., actual performance; Lau & Chan, 2001a). Reis and McCoach (2000)
proposed three major categories of gifted underachievement definitions: (a) discrepancy
between potential and performance, (b) predicted achievement vs. actual achievement,
and (c) emphasis on development of potential.
Discrepancy Between Potential and
Performance
Many researchers have defined gifted underachievement as a discrepancy
between potential and actual achievement. For example, in 1980, Whitmore defined
underachievement as those students who scored high on an aptitude test but whose grades
did not reflect high achievement. In 1981, Krouse and Krouse categorized
underachievers as those students who consistently scored high on intelligence or aptitude
tests but tended to achieve poorly in the classroom.
Further, Emerick (1992) classified students as gifted if they scored in the 90th
percentile on aptitude tests; however, if students demonstrated low academic
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performance over a long period of time, e.g., two years, then the students were
considered underachievers. Colangelo, Kerr, Christensen, and Maxey (1993) defined
gifted underachievers as those who scored at the 95th percentile on an aptitude test but
earned an overall grade point average (GPA) of 2.25. Moreover, Baum, Renzulli, and
Hebert (1995) utilized a discrepancy between intelligence/aptitude tests and teacher
observations and grades to classify students as gifted underachievers.
Predicted Achievement Versus
Actual Achievement
Redding (1990) used actual GPA and predicted GPA to classify gifted students as
underachievers. Underachievers were those students “whose predicted GPA was at least
1.0 standard error of estimate higher than their actual GPA during the previous school
year” (Redding, 1990, p. 73). Gallagher (1991) also recommended using prediction to
identify gifted underachievers: “If the actual achievement scores fall some distance lower
than what was predicted the student can be labeled an underachiever" (p. 223). Lupart
and Pyryt (1996) calculated the standard error of the expected relationship of IQ and
achievement to determine if a discrepancy existed. If the discrepancy was beyond 1.0
standard error of estimate, then that student was classified as an underachiever.
Development of Potential
Other researchers proposed more general definitions of gifted underachievement.
To some, those students who simply failed to live up to their potential, however that
might be defined, were considered underachievers. For example, Richert (1991) stated
giftedness could be manifested in the following areas: “ability, creativity, productivity,
performance, motivation-emotions-values” (p. 142); underachievement in any of these
areas was enough to classify a student as an underachiever. Further, Rimm (1997)
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contended any student who was not working up to the level of his/her ability could be
considered an underachiever.
A Universal Definition
Upon completing a comprehensive review of the literature on gifted
underachievement, Reis and McCoach (2000) proposed the following definition:
Underachievers are students who exhibit a severe discrepancy between expected
achievement (as measured by standardized achievement test scores or cognitive or
intellectual ability assessments) and actual achievement (as measured by class
grades and teacher evaluations). To be classified as an underachiever, the
discrepancy between expected and actual achievement must not be the direct
result of a diagnosed learning disability and must persist over an extended period
of time. Gifted underachievers are underachievers who exhibit superior scores on
measures of expected achievement (i.e., standardized achievement test scores or
cognitive or intellectual ability assessments). (p. 157)
Reis and McCoach cautioned educators against relying too heavily on test scores to
determine underachievement patterns because gifted students often still perform quite
well on standardized tests. To prevent educators from under-identifying underachievers,
Reis and McCoach recommended the use of class grades and teacher evaluations to
determine actual achievement. The discrepancy then becomes the magnitude of the
difference between expected achievement that can be gleaned from standardized tests and
how the students are actually performing in the classroom. This definition has been
frequently used in current studies of gifted underachievement (Figg, Rogers, McCormick,
& Low, 2012; Ritchotte, Matthews, & Flowers, 2014; Ritchotte et al., 2015; Siegle &
McCoach, 2009).
Influences of Gifted Underachievement
Researchers have theorized multiple reasons why gifted students underachieve.
Due to the myriad factors believed to influence underachievement and their interactions
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with one another, it is impossible to identify a single cause of underachievement (Reis &
McCoach, 2000). In 1980, Whitmore’s work suggested underachievement in gifted
students more generally could be attributed to lack of motivation to learn and perform
well in school. Since Whitmore’s seminal work, more specific individual factors have
been suggested to influence underachievement. These factors include but are not limited
to self-efficacy, task meaningfulness, and self-regulation (Baker et al., 1998, Fehrenbach,
1993; Ritchotte et al., 2014; Rubenstein, Siegle, Reis, McCoach, & Burton, 2012; Siegle
& McCoach, 2005). Researchers have also suggested other contributing factors such as
home and school environments (Garn, Matthews, & Jolly, 2010; Rimm & Lowe, 1988).
It is important to note individual, home, and school factors often interact with one another
to influence a student’s decision to underachieve.
Individual Factors
Many possible reasons why a student underachieves are personal to him/her. For
example, poor self-concept is a student’s personal evaluation of his/her own value.
Although this might be influenced by his/her environment, it is uniquely experienced by
the student. The same can be said for motivation, goal valuation, and self-regulation.
Self-concept. Self-concept has a strong impact on students’ academic
achievement (Clemons, 2008). Gifted underachievers often exhibit low self-concept
(Diaz, 1998; Dowdall & Colangelo, 1982; Fine & Pitts, 1980; Kanoy, Johnson, & Kanoy,
1980; Reis & McCoach, 2000; Van Boxtel & Monks, 1992). Weiten, Dunn, and
Hammer (2012) defined self-concept as a “collection of beliefs about one's own nature,
unique qualities, and typical behavior. Your self-concept is your mental picture of
yourself. It is a collection of self-perceptions” (p. 51). Researchers have proposed gifted
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students who are grouped together by ability (Marsh, 1987; Marsh, Chessor, Craven, &
Roche, 1995) and gifted underachievers (Baslanti &McCoach, 2006; McCoach & Siegle,
2003a; Van Boxtel & Monks, 1992) have low self-concept.
Low self-concept can negatively impact students’ willingness to take risks in
school and attempt academic challenges for fear of appearing less intelligent (Fine &
Pitts, 1980; Ritchotte et al., 2015). This is often seen in classes where gifted students are
grouped together by ability. Marsh et al. (1995) referred to this decline in self-concept as
the big-fish-little-pond-effect (BFLPE). Gifted students’ self-concept might suffer when
placed in the same class as students who are equally academically capable, if not more
capable (Coleman & Fults, 1985). Loss in self-concept might result in the student
questioning his or her own giftedness (Rayneri, Gerber, & Wiley, 2006) and,
consequently, underachieving in school.
Although many researchers have argued that underachievers suffer from poor
self-concept, most recently McCoach and Siegle (2003a) disputed this finding. McCoach
and Siegle (2003b) conducted a study to compare 56 gifted underachievers and 122 gifted
achievers using the School Attitude Assessment Survey-Revised and did not find a
significant difference between these two groups with regard to academic self-concept.
Nonetheless, it important to still consider the role self-concept might play in gifted
students’ underachievement.
Motivation. Lack of motivation also plays a significant role in students’
underachievement (Peterson & Colangelo, 1996; Reis & McCoach, 2000; Whitmore,
1985). Wigfield and Eccles (2000) regarded motivation to be one of the most important
determinants of students' academic success. Although there are numerous theories of
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motivation, it was beyond the scope of this dissertation to discuss all of these theories;
therefore, only one motivation theory--self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan,
1985), which has gained attention in the gifted education literature, was examined.
Self-determination theory posits motivation is not a singular construct but a more
complex construct consisting of several different types of motivation (Deci & Ryan,
2000). These distinct types of motivation are influenced by underlying factors internal or
external to the individual. Although researchers tend to delineate motivation into two
basic categories, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (e.g., Sansone & Harackiewicz, 2000),
SDT not only breaks down motivation in a similar way but also deconstructs these
categories further. According to SDT, motivation can be divided into intrinsic, extrinsic,
and amotivation. With intrinsic motivation, students engage in behavior due to interest
and/or internal satisfaction; this is considered a healthy, self-determined form of
motivation. Conversely, students who are extrinsically motivated engage in behaviors for
external reasons (e.g., rewards). External motivation is further divided into four different
subcategories: (a) integration (e.g., I personally value receiving teacher praise), (b)
identification (e.g., grades are important to my personal image as a “good student”), (c)
introjection (e.g., I get good grades because it is important to my parents), and (d)
external forms of extrinsic motivation (e.g., If I get good grades, I won’t be punished and
I will get $5). Finally, students who are amotivated either do not engage or passively
engage in certain behaviors because they do not see value in the outcome.
Self-determined students are motivated by a task because it meets three basic
human needs: (a) the need for autonomy (i.e., the student is able to self-regulate his/her
behavior in a learning environment); (b) competence (i.e., the student is able to interact
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with his/her learning environment to achieve success); and (c) relatedness (i.e., the
student feels connected to those in his/her environment). Supportive social environments
that encourage autonomy, competence, and relatedness are believed to bolster selfdetermined forms of motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
Recent research in the field of gifted education has used SDT to investigate issues
related to underachievement. For example, Garn et al. (2010) used an SDT lens to
investigate how parents motivated their gifted children to achieve in school. Garn et al.
found even though parents had the best intentions, the home environment they provided
for their children did not always support more internalized forms of motivation, which
could in turn influence underachieving behaviors at school.
Goal valuation. McCoach and Siegle (2003a) contended “goal valuation is a
precursor to motivation” (p. 151). Goal valuation is rooted in expectancy-value theory
and consists of the following components: intrinsic motivation, attainment value, and
utility value (Eccles & Wigfield, 1995; Wigfield, 1994). As previously mentioned,
intrinsic motivation centers around how much a student is interested in doing a task.
Attainment value is defined as how important it is to do well on a given task because it is
related to the students' conception of their identity. Utility value is defined as how the
task is related to the student’s future goals.
Students reach high academic achievement when they value academic tasks
(Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990). On the other hand, students who do not value certain
academic tasks are not as motivated to put forth effort and engage in that particular task.
For example, if a student does not believe completing his/her math homework will
benefit him/her in the future (i.e., he/she does not see a real-world connection), then
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he/she might decide to simply not do it. Consequently, the student starts to underachieve
in that class. Several researchers have demonstrated low goal valuation is a significant
predictor of underachievement (Baslanti & McCoach, 2006; McCoach & Siegle, 2003a).
McCoach and Siegle (2003a) conducted a study of 178 high school gifted students
including high and underachieving students and found a significant difference between
high achieving students and underachieving students on the goal valuation subscale of the
SAAS-R. Gifted underachievers displayed a lower level of goal valuation. Moreover,
Baslanti and McCoach (2006) found university-level underachievers in Turkey
demonstrated a lower level of goal valuation than high achieving university students.
Additionally, other studies found low goal valuation was associated with
underachievement in gifted students (Matthews & McBee, 2007; Ritchotte et al., 2014;
Suldo, Shaffer, & Shaunessy, 2008).
Self-regulation. Self-regulation is correlated with academic achievement (Ablard
& Lipschultz, 1998; McCoach & Siegle, 2003a; Muir-Broaddus, 1995; Ritchotte et al.,
2014). Self-regulated learning is defined as
an active, constructive process whereby learners set goals for their learning and
then attempt to monitor, regulate, and control their cognition, motivation, and
behavior, guided and constrained by their goals and the contextual features in the
environment. (Pintrich, 2000, p. 453)
Zimmerman (1989) posited there are three different components of selfregulation: behavior, motivation, and cognition. Self-regulation of behavior is the ability
to control surrounding resources available to the student (e.g., the student might choose a
place to study with fewer distractions). Self-regulation of motivation is the student’s
ability to control and modify his/her beliefs about him/herself (e.g., the student is able to
appropriately manage his/her anxiety over a given task). Self-regulation of cognition is
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the student’s ability to control the learning strategies he/she has in his/her repository in
order to learn more effectively (e.g., the student tries alternate ways to solve problems).
To encourage students to check their progress, they need to be able to assess themselves
and determine what they need to do to be successful (Zimmerman, 1989, 1990). When
students are unable to self-regulate, a byproduct of this is often academic
underachievement (Siegle & McCoach, 2005).
Researchers have found a strong relationship between self-regulation and
academic achievement (Ablard & Lipschultz, 1998; Muir-Broaddus, 1995; Pintrich &
DeGroot, 1990; Villavicencio & Bernardo, 2013). Lack of self-regulation strategies is
considered a contributing factor to students’ underachievement (Borkowski & Thorpe,
1994; Reis & McCoach, 2000). A study conducted by Baum et al. (1995) found the
inability to self-regulate contributed to participants’ underachievement. In addition,
McCoach and Siegle (2003a) found low self-regulation was a strong predictor of
underachievement.
Home Environment
Rimm (1986) argued that when families were unable to adequately support their
children, underachieving behaviors resulted. Poor academic achievement might result
from a student experiencing challenging events outside of school. For instance, the
student might have moved to a new school or experienced the divorce of his/her parents
(Rimm & Lowe, 1988). Zabloski and Milacci (2012) conducted a qualitative
phenomenological study and found life-changing events, like a divorce, had a negative
impact on students’ academic achievement.
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Furthermore, the way parents choose to parent their child might contribute to
his/her underachievement. For example, some parents might treat their child as an adult
because he/she appears to be very mature for his/her age (Rimm & Lowe, 1988). This
causes pressure to be placed on the child and forces him/her to feel the need to live up to
his/her parents’ unrealistic expectations. Being unable to do so might cause the child to
begin to underachieve. Additionally, the child might receive conflicting messages and
instruction from his/her parents (Siegle & McCoach, 2009). Rimm and Lowe (1988)
conducted a study on the home environment of underachieving gifted students and found
most of these families had one parent who was considered a disciplinarian and the other
who was considered the protector. The disciplinarian was perceived as more
authoritarian while the protector was seen as more nurturing. This inconsistent parenting
resulted in the participants receiving conflicting messages at home that in turn influenced
their achievement at school.
Peterson (2001) conducted a retrospective study to investigate the influence of
family on the academic performance of 31 successful professionals who underachieved
as adolescents. Peterson found many of the underachievers’ parents were non-attentive
to their child’s needs and non-encouraging of schoolwork. For example, one of the
participants stated she was ignored unless she did something bad. In addition, Peterson
found parents of underachievers had negative attitudes toward their own career choices.
This indirectly influenced the participants’ attitudes toward school and schoolwork. In
other words, if their parents were unhappy with the work they had to do, this made it
more acceptable for the participants to withdraw from their schoolwork. Moreover,
Peterson (2001), like Zabloski and Milacci (2012), found family problems including
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family conflict, transitions, and the absence of a father figure were all associated with
underachievement.
Researchers have also focused on the socioeconomic status of families as an
influential factor in underachievement. Typically, students from higher income families
achieve at levels twice as high as students from low-income families (Wyner, Bridgeland,
& DiIulio, 2007). Wyner et al. (2007) found, “In elementary and high school, lowerincome students neither maintain their status as high achievers nor rise into the ranks of
high achievers as frequently as higher-income students” (p. 5). Gifted underachieving
students who come from disadvantaged backgrounds tend to lack academic resources at
home as well as access to personal role models and mentors. Academic resources at
home and mentorships are protective factors believed to offset underachievement
(Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde, & Whalen, 1997; Ford 1996).
School Environment
It has been estimated that high ability students have already mastered about 4050% of the curriculum taught in traditional elementary classrooms before they even step
foot in the classroom (Reis et al., 1993). Whitmore (1986) suggested a discrepancy
between student need and school support might influence underachievement. Further, the
absence of a stimulating educational environment might also contribute to a student’s
underachievement (Siegle & McCoach, 2009). For example, educators might be unable
or unwilling to provide the student with suitable academic instruction to reach his/her
maximum potential (Siegle & McCoach, 2009). Kanevesky and Keighley (2003) found
gifted underachievers desired complexity and challenge in their learning. For example,
one participant indicated, “The only thing you do at school is memorize. That's all they
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expect you to do. They don't expect you to understand” (p. 24). An unchallenging
curriculum in the regular classroom is considered one of the greatest issues that faces
gifted students. This issue is known to lead to student disengagement that in turn leads to
student underachievement (Reis & Westberg, 1994).
Student attitudes toward teachers also play an important role in student
underachievement (Church, Elliot, & Gable, 2001; Majoribanks, 1992; McCoach &
Siegle, 2001; Nolen, 2003). A negative attitude toward teachers is predictive of
underachievement in gifted students (Baker et al., 1998; Diaz, 1998; Matthews & McBee,
2007; McCoach & Siegle, 2003a; Rimm, 1995). A student’s decision to underachieve
might further be impacted by a teacher’s personality and organization (Peters, GragerLoidl, & Supplee, 2000). Early research by Fine (1967) found gifted underachievers
tended to be sensitive to teachers who are extremely critical, rigid, and unsympathetic.
Whitmore (1980) also found gifted underachievers were more sensitive overall to
negative feedback, which in turn affected their emotional state.
More recently, McCoach and Siegle (2003a) compared gifted high achieving and
underachieving students in high school and found underachievers demonstrated less
positive attitudes toward their teachers than did gifted high achievers. Baslanti and
McCoach (2006) found similar results for underachieving and high achieving university
students. Ritchotte et al. (2014) also found gifted underachievers in middle school were
2.9 times more likely to have negative perceptions of their teachers than were gifted
achievers.
Further, lack of teacher training in gifted education might be a contributing factor
to underachievement in gifted students. Teachers are often unaware of the needs and
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characteristics of gifted students; therefore, they might be unable to accommodate the
needs of these students in the classroom (Davis & Rimm, 1998; Ford, 1996). Sometimes
teachers themselves might not believe they are in need of professional development to
better serve gifted students (Bain, Bliss, Choate, & Brown, 2007). Teachers might think
gifted students will “make it on their own” and fail to provide additional support. This
attitude on the part of the teacher might cause a student to withdraw from learning
(Barger, 2009; Delisle, 2010).
With regard to lack of support, Peterson (2001) found gifted students viewed their
teachers as unresponsive when it came to providing feedback on the quality of their work,
whether adequate or in need of improvement. For example, one of the participants
reported that very often no feedback on assignments was provided by the teacher.
Overall, the participants felt they were not guided and encouraged by their teachers.
In addition, negative peer attitudes might contribute to academic
underachievement. Underachieving students frequently reported peer pressure was the
most significant factor that hindered their achievement (Reis & McCoach, 2000). For
example, Berendt (1999) found high-ability students’ academic achievement declined if
their friends began to display underachieving behaviors. Further, Clasen and Clasen (as
cited in Reis & McCoach, 2000) found, "Sixty-six percent of the students [they studied]
named peer pressure or attitude of the other kids, including friends, as the primary force
against getting good grades" (p. 162). High-ability students frequently face problems
from their peers due to their giftedness. For example, peers might envy gifted students’
ability, which might in turn lead to teasing and the high-ability student’s decision to
downplay his/her gifts (Rimm, 2003). Rimm (2003) described the impact of peer
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pressure with the following student quote: “I want so much to get A's for my parents and
for myself, but also I want to be accepted by the ‘in’ group at our school. The ‘in’ group
considers students who get all A's to be nerds” (p. 9).
Theoretical Models
Reis and McCoach (2000) contended underachievement is a multidimensional
construct. Theoretical models have been proposed that attempt to capture the
multidimensional aspect of underachievement. These models consist of many related
factors believed to contribute to underachievement. The following underachievement
models are discussed: Baker et al.’s (1998) complex model, the Diaz model (1998), and
Siegle and McCoach’s (2005) achievement-orientation model.
Model of Gifted Underachievement
Baker et al. (1998) proposed family, environment, school, and the individual
contribute to underachievement. Gifted students, including 26 gifted underachievers and
30 high achievers ages 9 to 14, were sampled to better understand why gifted students
underachieve. Baker et al. found family, school, and individual factors contributed to the
underachievement of gifted students. More specifically, Baker et al. tested three different
models: (a) the individual etiology model, (b) the family etiology model, and (c) the
school etiology model. The individual etiology model attributes underachievement to
motivational or behavioral issues within the student. The family etiology model
attributes underachievement to issues within the family system. Finally, the school
etiology perspective focuses on a more ecological aspect, which extends the family
system to the child’s school. After the family system, the child’s school is the second
most important influence.
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Baker et al. (1998) found a combined or more complex model fit the data best. In
other words, family, school, and individual factors all contributed to underachievement in
the gifted students sampled. The authors concluded interventions that target all three of
these factors would be more successful with gifted underachievers than interventions that
only target one of these factors.
Model of Underachievement
In 1998, Diaz conducted a qualitative study that explored environmental and selfperceptions of gifted students of Puerto Rican descent who were underachievers between
the ages of 14 and 19. Diaz explored academic status among other factors such as family,
school, classroom, community, and personality (see Figure 1). Diaz’s study found a lack
of fitting academic experiences in early childhood worked against the students’
possibilities of capitalizing on their academic potential in the future. She also determined
underachievement in this population of students was the direct result of poor self-concept
that had arisen when students were unable to succeed when faced with difficult academic
challenges.
In terms of community, Diaz (1998) stated, “Distressing community or social
forces which fostered attitude of resistance and defensiveness among the students also
influenced their moods and daily actions” (p. 117). Likewise, conflicting family
relationships had an impact on the development and motivation of the participants.
Finally, Diaz concluded middle school is a critical time for the onset of academic
underachievement. In other words, the effort and perseverance necessary to succeed
academically during middle school might cause gifted students to underachieve.
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Figure 1. Perceived factors negatively influencing academic achievement.

Achievement-Orientation Model
Self-efficacy, task meaningfulness, environmental perceptions, and self-regulation
are the primary constructs present in the achievement-orientation model (AOM)
developed by Siegle and McCoach (2005). According to this model (see Figure 2), gifted
achievers have the required abilities to succeed in school, value the goals of school (i.e.,
task meaningfulness), find the school environment supportive (i.e., environmental
perceptions), and have confidence in their ability to perform academic tasks well (i.e.,
self-efficacy). They posited motivation is comprised of three factors: task
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meaningfulness, environmental perceptions, and self-efficacy. If a student has positive
self-perceptions on the three factors comprising motivation, they will be able to selfregulate and achieve in school. However, Siegle and McCoach theorized if a student had
a low attitude on any of the three factors that comprised motivation, the student would
have poor self-regulation and become disengaged, resulting in underachievement. Recent
research has demonstrated the efficacy of this model for gifted middle school students
(Ritchotte et al., 2014).

Figure 2. Achievement-orientation model.

Further, Rubenstein’s (2011) autonomous thinkers learning as scholars (ATLAS)
project utilized the AOM to specifically focus on engaging middle school gifted students
who had low task meaningfulness scores on the goal valuation subscale of the SAAS-R
(McCoach & Siegle 2003b). In this intervention, gifted underachievers evaluated and
assessed their long- and short-term goals and received individualized instruction on how
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to appeal to their teachers to make class more engaging. As a follow up, Rubenstein et al.
(2012) performed a second study where the intervention was tailored to gifted
underachieving students’ deficiencies in other areas of the AOM. The students were
randomly assigned to either a control or an intervention group that targeted their
deficiency in one of the AOM factors. The results of this study showed a positive effect
on students’ grades in reading and mathematics.
Identification of Gifted Underachievers
Students might experience discrepancies between achievement and ability for
short periods of time that might have no impact in the long term. This is often referred to
as “episodic underachievement” (Peterson & Colangelo, 1996, p. 401). Reis and
McCoach (2000) suggested underachievers should not be classified as such until their
low performance has lasted for at least a year and becomes what some have termed
“chronic underachievement” (Peterson & Colangelo, 1996, p. 401). Reis and McCoach
recommended “the identification procedure should flow directly and logically from the
definition of gifted underachievement” (p. 150). For example, if a discrepancy definition
is used to define underachievement, a discrepancy formula needs to be used to classify
students as underachievers.
Determining actual achievement, which typically consists of grades and teacher
evaluations, should be part of the identification process because it represents what the
student is actually accomplishing in school (Reis & McCoach, 2000). Although
educators might opt to compare scores on standardized achievement tests with scores on
ability tests to determine a discrepancy, this method tends to be flawed and actually
under-identifies students as underachievers because they might perform quite well on
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both of these assessments. Therefore, Reis and McCoach (2000) proposed identification
based on a “discrepancy between expected achievement (as measured by standardized
achievement test scores or cognitive or intellectual ability assessments) and actual
achievement (as measured by class grades and teacher evaluations)” (p. 157). Gifted
underachievers who perform well on standardized tests can still be identified using this
approach because actual achievement is taken into consideration. It is important to note
this discrepancy should not be a direct result of a learning disability. Students with a
learning disability require different identification and supports (Reis & McCoach, 2000).
The SAAS-R (McCoach & Siegle, 2003b) has been used extensively to identify
major factors that contribute to gifted students’ underachievement (Baslanti & McCoach,
2006; Matthews & McBee, 2007; McCoach & Siegle 2003a; Ritchotte et al., 2014).
These factors include academic self-perceptions, attitudes toward school, attitudes toward
teachers and classes, motivation/self-regulation, and goal valuation. These factors are
represented in 35 questions and rated by students using a 7-point Likert-type agreement
scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree (McCoach & Siegle 2003b). With
regard to reliability and validity, the SAAS-R has consistently demonstrated "evidence of
adequate construct validity, criterion-related validity, and internal consistency reliability"
(McCoach & Siegle, 2003b, p. 426). The psychometric properties of the SAAS-R scale
were also examined by Suldo et al. (2008) with an independent sample of high school
students. The five-factor structure of the instrument was supported.
Gifted Underachievement Internationally
The concept of gifted underachievement differs across cultures (Ford, 1996; Reis
& McCoach, 2000). This holds true in the United States where culture has been known
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to influence African American students’ decisions to academically underachieve and
even exit gifted programming for fear of appearing “White” (Ford & Whiting, 2011;
Worrell, 2007). If culture is an influential factor within a country, it seems rational to
believe it must almost be influential in different countries.
Gifted underachievement is believed to be a global phenomenon; however, it has
not been studied extensively at the international level. Some studies have suggested
commonalities between countries with regard to influential factors like motivation. Other
studies are fairly unique in that they have examined underachievement from an angle that
has not been addressed in the United States or in any other country. For example,
Stoeger, Ziegler, and Martzog (2008) investigated a relationship between fine motor
skills and underachievement among gifted elementary-school students in Germany.
Although findings from this study suggested a relationship existed (a deficit in fine motor
skills seemed to be connected to underachievement), this was the only study of its kind.
However, motivation is still by far the most studied factor in the international gifted
underachievement literature.
In Turkey, Baslanti and McCoach (2006) compared achievers and underachievers
on their academic self-perceptions, attitudes toward school, attitudes toward teachers and
classes, motivation/self-regulation, and goal valuation. Underachievers displayed lower
levels on all five factors. Having poor motivation and self-regulation were the most
predictive of underachievement. Lack of adequate training for teachers in
underachievement, how to meet gifted students’ affective and academic needs, and
counseling options for gifted students were believed to influence students’
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underachieving behaviors in Turkey. Baslanti and McCoach’s findings were similar to
U.S. findings (McCoach & Siegle, 2003a).
Similarly, it was found in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) that motivational
characteristics might distinguish between achievers and underachievers. For example, in
the UAE, a relationship between gifted underachievement and motivational goal
orientations has been suggested (Albaili, 2003). Albaili (2003) studied gifted achievers
and underachievers who attended secondary school in the UAE to determine if they
differed in terms of motivational goal orientations such as effort, task commitment,
competition, power, praise, feedback, token, social concern, and social dependency.
Albaili found effort, task commitment, and competition were constructs more likely to
differentiate gifted achievers from gifted underachievers.
Further, Lau and Chan (2001b) compared the motivational characteristics of
gifted underachievers, high achievers, and low achievers in Hong Kong. In contrast to
more recent findings in the United States where the self-concept of gifted underachievers
was not significantly different from high achievers (McCoach & Siegle, 2003a), findings
from their study suggested gifted underachievers had a lower self-concept and attainment
value with regard to learning when compared to high achievers. Underachievers also had
more difficulty utilizing effective learning strategies. Other studies in Hong Kong
contrasted findings from gifted underachievement studies conducted internationally. For
example, one Hong Kong study on gifted underachievement revealed competition
between gifted students might not be the best for increasing gifted students' learning
(Cheung & Rudowicz, 2003). This might be a cultural difference.
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The educational system in the UAE actually lauds competition among students.
Students essentially compete with one another for recognition (e.g., high grades) and the
detrimental impact of such competition has not been reported in Emirati
underachievement literature (Neihart, Pfeiffer, & Cross, 2015). Further, competition is
typically not cited as a major factor in the gifted underachievement in the United States
(Reis & McCoach, 2000), indicating this might vary depending on culture.
Unfortunately, only a handful of studies have been published on gifted
underachievement outside the United States. The phenomenon of gifted
underachievement has not come close to being exhausted in the international research
literature. Cultural differences are likely to exist when looking at this phenomenon
internationally; therefore, utilizing a Western lens to understand gifted underachievement
in foreign countries might not be appropriate.
Gifted Education in Saudi Arabia
In the mid-20th century, Saudi Arabian educators and leaders began to focus on
identifying and nurturing gifted students. During the 1960s, the educational policy in
Saudi Arabia stated, “Each student has the right to develop his/her talent, and his/her
ability” (Aljughaiman et al., 2009, p. 35). It was not until the 1990s, when the adoption
of educational services and programs began, that the Ministry of Education created the
program called “Talent Search.” Researchers began conducting gifted education
evaluations in classrooms in Saudi Arabia. Maajeeny (1990) conducted interviews with
educational and counseling supervisors, counselors, school principals and deputies, and
teachers. Among Maajeeny’s findings was Saudi Arabia was not prepared to provide
services for high-ability students.
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Aljughaiman and Ayoub (2012) studied the impact of school enrichment
programs in Saudi Arabia on the analytical, creative, and practical abilities of elementary
school gifted students. The authors reported statistically significant differences in the
three abilities with analytical ability being the most prominent. Batterjee (2013) also
found gifted Saudi students sorely lacked educational training and care and argued gifted
students would benefit from educational programs with focus on science and
mathematics. Further, as one of the Saudi Arabian governmental educational goals has
been to improve gifted education in the country, Batterjee purported the introduction of
these programs would benefit the state of gifted education in Saudi Arabia. With gifted
education being fairly new Saudi Arabia, it is not surprising that little is known about
what gifted underachievement looks like for Saudi students. It goes without saying-more research is needed to better understand and support gifted students in Saudi Arabia.
Conclusion
There has been no universal definition of giftedness because cultural influences
have been considered when defining giftedness. This leads one to consider cultural
aspects carefully when we do research in other countries. Also, a universal definition of
gifted underachievement does not exist (Siegle & McCoach, 2009). Most definitions of
gifted underachievers mention a discrepancy between students' performance and potential
(Reis & McCoach, 2000). Multiple and overlapping factors are believed to contribute to
underachievement among high-ability students. This multidimensional nature of
underachievement is supported by many researchers (Baker et al., 1998; Diaz, 1998; Reis
& McCoach, 2000; Ritchotte et al., 2014; Siegle & McCoach, 2005).
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On the international stage, a handful of studies from different countries including
the UAE and China have been published on gifted underachievement. Most of these
studies have focused on motivational characteristics as contributing factors to
underachievement. Finally, gifted education is relatively new in Saudi Arabia; therefore,
no research could be located on gifted underachievement in this country. Studies are
needed to ascertain what the phenomenon of gifted underachievement looks like for
students from other parts of the world. Applying a Western lens to gifted
underachievement abroad might or might not be appropriate as culture needs to be
carefully considered.
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CHAPTER III

METHODOLOGY

The first section of this chapter contains an introduction about qualitative research
and the four checks of trustworthiness most commonly used by the qualitative researcher:
credibility, transferability, dependability, and conformability. The second section of this
chapter consists of an introduction to phenomenological research and the seven
components of this methodology. In addition, this section also includes a justification for
selecting a phenomenological methodology for this study. The third and fourth sections
consist of the theoretical framework that guided this study and my stance as researcher
including a description of my educational experience, biases, and how I plan to control
those biases. The sixth and seventh sections describe the setting for the study and
prospective participants. The eighth, ninth, and final sections describe the data collection
procedures, data analysis, and how the four checks of trustworthiness were applied to this
study.
Statement of Purpose
Although researchers have a good idea of why gifted students underachieve, the
majority of published articles and studies have been conducted in the United States. No
research could be located on gifted underachievement in Saudi Arabia. Given the
absence of research based on this issue in Saudi Arabia, it is necessary to start at the
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beginning to attempt to understand what this phenomenon looks like in this particular
country. Therefore, the purpose of the current study was to gain an understanding of the
perceptions of gifted coordinators, teachers of gifted students, and parents of gifted
children in Saudi Arabia regarding the phenomenon of Saudi gifted students who
underachieve in school.
Research Questions
The following research questions guided this study:
Q1

How is underachievement of gifted students perceived in Saudi
Arabia?
Q1a

Do parents and educators in Saudi Arabia believe gifted
underachievers exist? Why or why not?

Q1b

What are the characteristics of Saudi gifted underachievers?

Q1c

What factors contribute to Saudi gifted students’
underachievement?

Q1d

How can gifted underachievement be reversed in Saudi Arabia?
Qualitative Research

Based on the purpose and research questions for this study, qualitative research
was seen as the most appropriate methodology. Qualitative research is defined as
“research that uses data that do not indicate ordinal values” (Nkwi, Nyamongo, & Ryan,
2001, p. 1). Creswell (2013) believed the researcher should use the participants’ own
words as evidence and work collaboratively as an insider with the participants in
qualitative research. The qualitative approach utilizes “objective data results from
empirical observations and measures” (Creswell, 2013, p. 155). In qualitative research,
the researcher has the responsibility of collecting and analyzing the human experiences
and behaviors of the participants under study. Further, the data must be related to the
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cultural environments of the participants (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Ary, Jacobs, and
Razavieh (1996) stated qualitative research must be composed of concern for context, a
natural setting, humans as the research instrument, an emergent design, purposeful
sampling, trustworthiness, inductive analysis of the data, and report of findings.
Phenomena do not occur in isolation. For this reason, the first component-concern for context--is addressed (Creswell, 2013; Crotty, 1998). In qualitative research,
accounting for human experience and the interaction with the surroundings are
paramount. These surroundings might be cultural, political, or emotional; yet they can
only be studied by using the qualitative method rather than a quantitative or numerical
approach.
The second component of qualitative research is natural setting. In qualitative
research, natural setting refers to the need for the researcher to collect data in the field
rather than conducting the study in a laboratory setting. The field can be defined as the
setting related to the phenomenon of interest (Ary et al., 1996; Creswell, 2013; Merriam,
1998). Commonly in education, the setting of interest is the school.
The third component of qualitative research refers to the researcher being the
primary instrument of the data (Creswell, 2013). This simply means the researcher is
often personally involved in the data collection, analysis, and writing phases of the study.
This involvement is typically deeply personal because the researcher must use his
specialized lens to conduct and inform the research and make meaning of the research
findings through this lens.
The fourth component of qualitative research is emergent design. Emergent
design refers to the structure of the study. For example, it might be deemed necessary if
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participants referred to a particular document, that document might need to be examined
by the researcher. In qualitative research, the investigator can only provide an outline of
the study (Ary et al., 1996; Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 1998). The emergent design of
qualitative studies allows for the methods to change and be flexible. The changes are
deemed appropriate by the participants and the researcher.
The fifth component of qualitative research is purposeful sampling and small
sample size. It is essential in qualitative research, especially in phenomenological
studies, that participants have experience about the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).
Purposeful sampling means the researcher selects participants who can purposefully
display an understanding about the research problem and the studied phenomenon. The
researcher needs to decide who should participate and how many individuals are needed
to participate in the research study (Creswell, 2013).
Sample size in qualitative research is not expected to be large (Gall, Gall, & Borg,
2007; Merriam, 1998). Creswell (2013) estimated the average sample size for a
phenomenological study is 5 to 25 participants. However, Dukes (1984) suggested 3 to
10 participants for a phenomenological study. In addition, Moustakas (1994)
recommended 12 participants for a phenomenological study. Most recently, Morse
(2003) indicated six participants would be an appropriate size for a phenomenological
study. Qualitative research focuses on non-random samples and purposeful subjects that
contribute to the research (Schwandt, 2001).
The sixth component of qualitative research addresses trustworthiness. Lincoln
and Guba (1985) outlined four checks for trustworthiness in qualitative research: (a)
credibility, (b) transferability, (c) dependability, and (d) confirmability.
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Credibility
Triangulation is a popular method to establish credibility in qualitative research.
Triangulation is defined as “the use of multiple sources of data, multiple observers,
and/or multiple methods” (Ary et al., 1996, p. 480). Creswell (2013) asserted the more
sources examined, the richer and more credible the findings. Additionally, member
checking contributes to the credibility of qualitative research (Seidman, 2013). Member
checking consists of the review by participants of their transcripts to ensure the veracity
and credibility of the study (Creswell, 2013).
Transferability
With regard to transferability, Shenton (2004) wrote:
Sufficient thick description of the phenomenon under investigation is provided to
allow readers to have a proper understanding of it, thereby enabling them to
compare the instances of the phenomenon described in the research report with
those that they have seen emerge in their situations. (p. 70)
To achieve transferability of the data, researchers provide rich description of the sample
and the data collected via interviews. Through this description, readers get a full and
realistic understanding of the research context.
Confirmability
According to Shenton (2004), “The concept of confirmability is the qualitative
investigator’s comparable concern to objectivity” (p. 72). Researchers can increase the
trust in their work by taking specific steps to have confirmability in their study.
Confirmability is a process through which researchers describe the potential biases; in
this process, researchers might incorporate strategies such as triangulation--a strategy
used to reduce bias and achieve confirmability (Petty, Thomson, & Stew, 2012).
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Researchers constantly review the data collected for its support of the interpretation and
analysis of the initial raw data (Creswell, 2007).
Dependability
Dependability or reliability refers to whether the data and the results align with
one another (Merriam, 1995). Shenton (2004) stated, “The processes within the study
should be reported in detail, thereby enabling a future researcher to repeat the work, if not
necessarily to gain the same results” (p. 71). To increase reliability, researchers can
incorporate triangulation or peer examination (Merriam, 1995). Researchers keep a
meticulous paper trail of the phenomenon under study so researchers and committee
members are able to explore the same data and validate the findings of the present study
(Merriam, 1995).
The seventh component of qualitative research is the inductive analysis of the data
and the reporting of findings. The researcher deconstructs the collected data and then
rebuilds the data by procedures of coding and categorization (Ary, Jacobs, Razavieh, &
Sorensen, 2009). The process of analyzing data includes taking note of recurring
statements, topics, and concepts to develop categories. Next, these categories are
grouped together and themes begin to emerge. After this, themes are defined and then
reported in the findings (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Phenomenological Research
Phenomenological research seeks to understand experiences and only the
researcher as an observer can communicate the experiences and perceptions of the
participants under study. Roberts (2004) stated, “People’s experience from their
perspective” is an attempt to look at the “essential character or nature of something” (p.

51
11). In a phenomenological study, the researcher seeks to understand the phenomenon as
experienced by the participants and how the participants define the phenomenon (Olive,
2008). Creswell (2013) identified seven components of phenomenological research: (a)
emphasis on single phenomenon to be researched, (b) a heterogeneous group of 3 to 15
individuals who have experienced the phenomenon, (c) the lived objective and subjective
experiences of individuals are recorded, (d) personal experiences of the researcher about
the phenomenon should be bracketed by discussing these experiences, (e) utilization of
various source of data (f) systematic procedures of analyzing data that include detailed
description of the data, and (g) “a phenomenology ends with a descriptive that discusses
the essence of the experience for individuals” (p. 79).
These seven components were all addressed in this study. First, the singular
phenomenon of underachievement of gifted students was the focus of this study. Second,
a heterogeneous group of ten participants was interviewed. Third, experiences of
individuals were recorded through semi-structured interviews. Fourth, researcher biases
mentioned in Chapter I are addressed later in this chapter. Fifth, various sources of data
were collected throughout interviews with participants who represented three different
groups with unique perspectives on the issue. Sixth, systematic procedures of analyzing
data were applied through in-depth analyses of codes and themes, which yielded rich,
thick descriptions. Seventh, the central essence of the phenomenon was derived from the
data analysis and synthesized into descriptive passages.
In the current study, a phenomenological methodology was selected for three
reasons. First, there is a need to search for meaning and to understand the experiences of
the participants of the study that were unknown to the researcher (Sveneaus, 2012).
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Second, perceptions of parents, teachers, and coordinators about gifted underachievement
in Saudi Arabia could only be defined by parents, teachers, and coordinators. Third, the
present study sought to develop themes of gifted underachievement in Saudi Arabia to
raise awareness and inform researchers of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).
Theoretical Framework
The framework for this study followed Crotty’s (1998) model; the components of
the research process for this model were (a) epistemology, (b) theoretical perspective, (c)
methodology, and (d) methods. The epistemological perspective of this study was
constructivism. Constructivism is the individual’s viewpoint of the world. The
participant’s perspective is based on his/her unique daily experiences (Creswell, 2013;
Crotty, 1998). As a researcher using the constructivist paradigm, I wanted to ask
participants to share their experiences and perceptions related to what gifted
underachievement is and the characteristics of a Saudi gifted underachiever.
By following the guidance of constructivism, I used interpretivism as the
theoretical perspective for this study. Interpretivism provides a framework to understand
perspectives and explain human and social reality (Crotty, 1998). In social
constructivism, social interactions are necessary in creating reality, knowledge, and
learning. Context and culture influence the social interactions of interest to social
constructivists (Derry, 1999).
To further explore the perceptions of parents of gifted children, teachers of gifted
children, and gifted coordinators in Saudi Arabia and to elicit thick, rich descriptions of
these perceptions, I used phenomenology as the methodology (Creswell, 2013). Patton
(1990) described phenomenological studies as “descriptions of what people experience
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and how it is that they experience” (p. 71). Seidman (2013) stated, “A phenomenological
approach to interviewing focuses on the experiences of participants and the meaning they
make of that experience” (p. 16). For the present study, I also synthesized the
participants’ experiences into themes in order to emphasize the essence of what gifted
underachievement means in Saudi Arabia to parents, teachers, and administrators. The
rich, thick, and detailed descriptions from the participants’ experiences and perceptions
allowed me to comprehensively describe the phenomenon of gifted underachievers in
Saudi Arabia, thus enabling readers to make personal connections with the phenomenon
(Creswell, 2013).
Researcher’s Stance
I believe it is probable the phenomenon of gifted underachievement is happening
in Saudi Arabia and awareness of the phenomenon could possibly help these students.
Gifted underachievement is generally not acknowledged in Saudi Arabia due to the lack
of adequate awareness and understanding about this topic.
I am very passionate and have a strong interest in gifted underachievement. Most
of my knowledge and understanding about the phenomenon of gifted underachievement
has been predominantly through U.S. studies and from U.S. professors. Therefore, I
needed to be careful not to let my own personal assumptions on this topic informed by
my education in the United States bias my findings. I was sensitive and cautious when I
conducted interviews with the participants in Saudi Arabia to minimize the effect of my
biases. For example, I was careful not to suggest what I thought and knew about
underachievement to participants in the interviews to avoid bias in my findings. My

54
follow-up questions did not lead participants to give me answers confirming what I
personally believed about the phenomenon of gifted underachievement.
Setting
The Department of Gifted Education and the gifted middle school where several
of the participants worked are located in a modern Saudi city in the center of Saudi
Arabia. This city contains more than 450 schools and three universities. Moreover, this
city has a population of 650,000 people. In addition, the economy of this city is based on
commercial retail and agriculture.
The interviews with the three gifted education coordinators took place in the
Gifted Education Department. Coordinators work simultaneously with the Gifted
Education Department and Gifted programs. They also supervise gifted students when
they have local competitions. The number of staff in this Gifted Education Department is
15 people.
Interviews with two of the parents took place in a coffee shop in the Gifted
Middle School. The interview with the third parent took place in his office located in an
elementary school. Further, the interviews with the four gifted education teachers took
place in the Gifted Middle School. This school is the first magnet gifted school in the
city and was established two years ago. The middle school is an all boys’ school and
contains 130 gifted students from the seventh to ninth grades. This school has 16 male
teachers and the majority of these teachers were once traditional classroom teachers.
Participants
Purposeful sampling (Creswell, 2013) was used to select participants. I selected
participants who had an understanding about the phenomenon of gifted
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underachievement. To have a maximum variation in responses and to establish
trustworthiness of the study, data were collected from 10 different participants who were
aware of and interested in gifted education:
1.

Three parents of gifted children at the middle school level who were aware
or had an interest in gifted education as well as awareness of
underachievement among Saudi gifted students. Due to the newness of
gifted education in Saudi Arabia, there is only one gifted magnet school in
this location. The school only serves students in grades seven through nine.

2.

Four teachers of gifted children who have four years of experience with at
least one year of experience at the gifted magnet school. This criterion was
selected due to the fact that the gifted magnet middle school began a year
and half ago and the majority of gifted teachers in the gifted magnet school
were formerly traditional classroom teachers. The teachers must also be
aware of underachievement among Saudi gifted students.

3.

Three gifted education coordinators who had had experience coordinating
gifted programs for at least three years. A minimum of three years was
selected to help ensure they had adequate experience in serving gifted
students in Saudi Arabia. Again, coordinators had to have awareness of
underachievement among Saudi gifted students.

A description of each participant follows. American names were selected as
pseudonyms. To enable the reader to easily distinguish between the participants’
responses, pseudonyms starting with the letter “C” were coordinators, pseudonyms
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starting with the letter “T” were teachers, and pseudonyms starting with the letter “P”
were parents.
Corey
A gifted education coordinator in the Gifted Education Department, Corey is
responsible for supervising the students in the magnet middle school, building gifted
programs, and evaluating existing gifted programs. He received his bachelor's degree in
physics and has a diploma in general education and many courses. In addition, he has
taught high achieving students for eight years in a high school. After that, he worked in
the gifted education department for four years. Since 2012, he has been working as a
supervisor on the scientific Olympics including experimental research and innovations.
Moreover, he is a certified instructor in the training of trainers in the field of education
and educational administration.
Caleb
Caleb is a gifted education coordinator in the Gifted Education Department where
he is responsible for gifted education identification and supervising gifted programs in
the east region of the city. He has been working in the department of gifted education for
six years. In addition, he was a teacher in gifted programs for 12 years. In 1999, he
received his bachelor's degree in religious science. In 2012, he received his Diploma in
gifted education.
Connor
Connor is a gifted education coordinator in the Gifted Education Department
where he is responsible for gifted education identification in the northern region of the
city including the magnet gifted middle school. Moreover, he is in charge of
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communications with parents of gifted students regarding gifted programs in the city. In
addition, he is currently responsible for organizing and evaluating gifted programs. He
has been working in the department for four years. He received his bachelor's degree in
Sociology. Additionally, he received many training courses in different fields including
general education, gifted education, and educational administration. He was a social
worker and a student advisor at a traditional school for 12 years.
Ted
Ted is a teacher of gifted middle school students. He has been teaching gifted
children for almost two years. He was a regular classroom teacher for nine years in a
school for high achieving students. He received his bachelor's degree in English
language and completed many training courses in the preparation of gifted teachers.
Currently, he is teaching English language at the gifted middle school. He is very
passionate about gifted education, especially regarding individual differences and
curriculum differentiation including instructional strategies.
Timothy
Timothy is a teacher of gifted middle school students. He has been teaching
gifted children for five years. He was a regular classroom teacher for 13 years. In 2011,
he became a certified trainer for mathematics Olympics for gifted students on national
and international levels. Moreover, he has been teaching mathematics at the magnet
gifted middle school since it was established. He received his bachelor's degree in
mathematics and completed many training courses in the field of gifted education. He
has participated in 14 gifted student training camps. Also, he is a supervisor of huge

58
gifted student training camps called King Abdulaziz and His Companions Foundation for
Giftedness and Creativity.
Thomas
Thomas is a teacher of gifted middle school students. He has been teaching gifted
children for two years. He was a regular classroom teacher for four years. He received
his bachelor's degree in chemistry and received many training courses in the gifted
education, differentiation, and educational administration. He has participated as a
teacher preparing gifted students for local gifted competitions. In addition, he has
participated in the procedures for identifying gifted students. Furthermore, he has been
teaching mathematics at the magnet gifted middle school since it was established and has
collaborated with the gifted education department regarding the organization of gifted
competitions and summer camps.
Terry
Terry is a teacher of gifted middle school students. He has been teaching gifted
children for four years. He was a regular classroom teacher for five years. He received
his bachelor's degree in physics and received his master’s degree in educational
administration. In addition, he has a year and a half diploma in gifted education and
many training courses in gifted education, thinking skills, and creative thinking. He has
worked in the gifted education department for 10 years. He has designed learning
courses that are provided for some gifted students in the gifted middle school. Moreover,
he is a certified instructor in problem-solving skills and has provided many training
courses in the topic of thinking skills for gifted and non-identified gifted students.
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Peter
Peter is the father of a 14-year-old gifted child attending the magnet gifted middle
school. He is interested in reading about gifted education and what is deemed giftedness.
He received his bachelor's degree in Arabic language and participated in many gifted
education workshops. He spends at least two hours a day helping his child with
schoolwork and developing his own personal interests. He has awareness and interest in
gifted education as well as awareness of underachievement among Saudi gifted students.
Paul
Paul is the father of a 15-year-old gifted child attending the magnet gifted middle
school. He is interested in reading about gifted education and what is deemed giftedness.
He received his bachelor's degree in psychology and his Ph.D. in educational psychology.
He has participated in many gifted education workshops. He has awareness and interest
in gifted education as well as awareness of underachievement among Saudi gifted
students. He has worked at the Ministry of Education for 14 years.
Patrick
Patrick is the father of a 15-year-old gifted child attending the magnet gifted
middle school. He received his bachelor's degree in sociology and his Ph.D. in law. He
has awareness and interest in gifted education as well as awareness of underachievement
among Saudi gifted students. He was interested in learning more about gifted education
so he attended a few workshops about gifted education. He has worked as a social
worker in a traditional school for more than nine years in addition to working as a lawyer.
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Data Collection Procedures
Upon receiving Institutional Review Board approval from the University of
Northern Colorado (see Appendix A), I adhered to the following steps to collect data for
this study.
Purposeful Sampling
First, I contacted the gifted education administrator of a central city in Saudi
Arabia, informed him of the study’s purpose, and notified him about the inclusion criteria
for participant selection. The gifted education administrator acted as a gate-keeper and
put me in contact with approximately 13 potential participants who fit the inclusion
criteria. Some of the suggested participants were unable to participate in the study and
some did not fit the participation criteria. Because of that, I contacted the gifted
education administrator again and secured names of more potential participants.
Second, I contacted all three gifted education coordinators by phone to confirm
eligibility and willingness to participate in the study. I also explained my study to them,
allowed them to ask clarifying questions, and asked whether they were willing to
volunteer to participate in the study before setting up a time and location for the
interview. The interviews with gifted education coordinators were first because more
parents could be nominated by coordinators in case the gifted administrator did not know
enough parents who had an understanding of gifted education.
Third, I contacted gifted education teachers after I received their names and phone
numbers from the gifted education administrator to make sure they fit the criteria of
participating in this study. I also explained my study to them, allowed them to ask
clarifying questions, and asked if they were willing to volunteer to participate in the study
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before setting up a time and location for the interview. Of the six teachers contacted, four
fit the participation criteria. The interviews with gifted teachers were conducted after
interviewing the gifted education coordinators in case the gifted administrator and gifted
education coordinators did not know enough parents who had an understanding of gifted
education. I asked the teachers to provide the names of potential parent participants.
Fourth, I contacted three parents after I received their names and phone numbers
from the gifted education administrator to make sure they fit the criteria of participating
in this study. I also explained my study to them, allowed them to ask clarifying
questions, and asked if they were willing to participate in the study before setting up a
time and location for the interview. Only one parent of gifted student fit the participation
criteria because the other parents were not adequately familiar with gifted
underachievement. After that, one of the participating gifted education coordinators and
the principal of the gifted middle school nominated two parents who were familiar with
gifted underachievement. All participants were screened for appropriate fit with the
study’s purpose and inclusion criteria to ensure sampling was purposeful (see Appendix
B).
Interviews
The interviews with the participants were semi-structured and lasted
approximately 45 minutes. The interview questions can be found in Appendix C. Before
all interviews, I gave participants a copy of the interview questions to refer to throughout
the interview. In addition, at the onset of every interview, the research project was
explained to participants. I also indicated the interview would be recorded; these
recordings were kept in a locked electronic device and will be destroyed upon the study’s
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conclusion. Also, they were informed of the anonymity and confidentiality of their
responses as each participant was given a pseudonym prior to recording and during
transcription of the interviews. Next, I gave the participants a copy of the informed
consent (see Appendix D) and notified them they could ask to stop the interview and the
recording at any time. Moreover, I informed them they could decide not to participate in
this study and if they began participation, they could still decide to stop and withdraw at
any time.
Next, I asked each participant to read the informed consent form, waited for him
to read it, and allowed him to ask any questions. If he agreed to participate, I asked him
to sign it. Then I set up my iPhone to record the interviews. All interviews were audio
recorded digitally. The participants were again assured of anonymity in the study.
The interviews were conducted in Arabic and transcribed in Arabic by
transcribers. Upon completing the transcription, I offered a follow-up interview with
participants so they could check their transcript responses and make changes if necessary.
I then translated the transcripts to English as much as possible. English meaning was
derived and transcribed from the Arabic transcripts. A bilingual committee member read
over a portion of the translated transcripts to ensure appropriate meaning was derived.
Data Analysis
In 2011, Marshall and Rossman described data analysis as the process of bringing
order, structure, and interpretation to data collected by the researcher. Furthermore,
Creswell (2013) described data analysis as a situation of pulling the data apart and putting
the data back together in a meaningful manner. Thematic analysis was performed by
identifying and constructing categories that captured some recurring patterns in the data
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(Taylor & Bogdan, 1984). Braun and Clarke (2006) defined thematic analysis as a
qualitative analytic method for “identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes)
within data. It minimally organizes and describes your data set in (rich) detail” (p. 79).
The procedures consisted of six phases of analysis; however, an additional phase was
added to address the Arabic to English translation. The seven phases consisted of the
following:
1.

Reading through each transcript multiple times to gain familiarity with the
data.

2.

As direct translation from Arabic to English was not possible, I inferred
English meaning from the participants’ original Arabic responses. After
completing the English translation transcripts, a bilingual committee
member read over a portion of the translated transcripts to ensure
appropriate meaning was derived. This stage could be viewed as a level of
coding since I attempted to derive meaning from the original transcripts.

3.

Noticing recurring statements, phrases, and concepts that were developed
into initial categories or codes. The recurring statements, phrases, and
concepts were highlighted and labeled under one or several words. These
words were considered as titles for each contextually similar group of
statements, phrases, or concepts.

4.

Grouping codes together to produce overarching themes. Related codes
were grouped together as themes under the supervision of the advisors.

5.

Integrating, consolidating, and revising themes to reflect the essence of the
phenomenon.
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6.

Defining the themes to distinguish how they differed.

7.

Writing up the result.
Trustworthiness

I employed a variety of strategies to establish the trustworthiness of this study in
alignment with qualitative research methodology literature on research rigor (Merriam,
1998). To increase the trustworthiness of the current study, I triangulated the data
analysis and employed both member checks and peer checks. Merriam (1998) described
triangulation as occurring at a variety of levels such as the inclusion of various data
sources, sites, and participants. Triangulation in this study also included finding evidence
of major themes across several semi-structured interviews (Creswell, 2013).
Member checking is a method whereby the researcher provides data and
summaries to the participants during and after the interview and asks whether it reflects
their opinions, experiences, and feelings. This method increases the credibility and
accuracy of the study (Creswell, 2007). Member checking was applied in two phases.
First, after every interview, I discussed their interview with participants to ensure the
meaning of their responses was clear. Second, after the transcription of the interviews,
participants were asked to read the interview transcript to increase credibility (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). The transcriptions were given to the participants as a hard copy and they
edited or clarified their words if necessary.
In addition, I used peer check to increase to the credibility (Schwandt, 2001).
Peer check requires the involvement of qualified researcher or field worker to check the
research process and the interpretation of the data (Merriam, 1998; Pitney, 2004). For
this research study, two qualified faculty researchers examined the research process by
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reviewing the data collection, procedures, and data analysis. They were also involved in
reviewing the data analysis including the review of codes and themes.
Furthermore, a bilingual committee member examined the accuracy of the Arabic
to English translation. He examined three transcripts--one from each of the three groups
(i.e., coordinators, teachers, and parents). One transcript was randomly selected from
each of the three groups and emailed to the bilingual committee member. First, the
committee member examined the wording of the English interview questions against my
Arabic translation to ensure there were no biases and the translations captured the intent
of the original questions. Second, the content of the responses in Arabic was examined
and compared to my translation in English. Third, the committee member and I went
over the wording and phrasing to ensure I had chosen the correct English words and
phrases, and provided the closest Arabic-English translation. Complementary responses
derived from the different questions were then grouped together.
The four checks for trustworthiness in qualitative research outlined by Lincoln
and Guba (1985) were addressed in this research study. Credibility was the first
component, which was addressed by returning the transcripts to participants to ensure
accuracy. In addition, the coded data were reviewed by experienced researchers, my
advisers, in terms of validating the data, findings, and interpretation (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). The second component was transferability. To achieve transferability of the data,
I provide rich descriptions of the setting, sample, and data collected via interviews
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Through these descriptions, readers get a full and realistic
understanding of the research context.
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The third component was confirmability. Confirmability is considered as
freedom from potential biases (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Confirmability is the process
through which researchers describe potential biases. To achieve confirmability, I
described my potential biases in Chapter I and how I attempted to control them.
The fourth component was dependability. To check for dependability, Lincoln
and Guba (1985) suggested using an inquiry auditor. The inquiry auditors were my coadvisers who examined how the data were collected, supported the analysis, and
examined the findings and my interpretation of those findings.
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CHAPTER IV

FINDINGS

The primary research question for this study was as follows:
How is the underachievement of gifted students perceived in Saudi Arabia?
More specifically, four sub-research questions for this study guided the reporting of
findings. For each of the sub-research questions, major themes and subthemes were
discovered:
1.

Do parents and educators in Saudi Arabia believe gifted underachievers
exist? Why or why not? It Depends on Who You Talk To was the only
theme that emerged regarding this question including two subthemes: Yes,
they exist and No, if you’re just a regular member of Saudi society.

2.

What are the characteristics of Saudi gifted underachievers? Two themes
emerged under this quotation: Adverse Characteristics and Positive
Characteristics. Adverse Characteristics contained four subthemes: easily
distracted, exhibiting problem behavior, disengaged, and sensitive. Positive
Characteristics contained two subthemes: leaders and creative.

3.

What factors contribute to Saudi gifted students’ underachievement? Two
themes emerged: Individual Factors and Environmental Factors. Individual
Factors contained five subthemes: Negative attitudes toward teachers, lack
of self-regulation, desire for autonomy, lack goal valuation, and low self-
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concept. Environmental Factors contained four subthemes including
Pressure from parents or lack thereof, Peer pressure, Insufficient
instructional environment, and Challenging external circumstances.
4.

How can gifted underachievement be reversed in Saudi Arabia? Two
themes emerged: Personal Experience and Personal Effort to Reverse
Underachievement and the Opportunity to Become Autonomous Learners.
Research Question 1: Do Parents and Educators in Saudi
Arabia Believe Gifted Underachievers Exist? Why
or Why Not?

It Depends on Who You Talk To
Based on the responses from the participants, there appeared to be debate over
whether or not gifted underachievers existed in Saudi Arabia. According to 100% of the
participants, it depended on who you talked to whether or not gifted underachievers exist
in Saudi Arabia. People educated in gifted education believe gifted underachievers exist
while regular society members and many regular teachers who are not educated in gifted
education do not believe gifted underachievers exist. Two subthemes emerged including
Yes, they exist and No, if you’re just a regular member of Saudi society.
Yes, they exist. All those who participated in this study were well-educated in
gifted education either through advanced coursework or through being actively involved
in their gifted children’s schooling. All of the participants believed the phenomenon of
gifted underachievement exists in Saudi Arabia. Also, 90% of participants in this study
had encountered gifted underachievers in Saudi Arabia. For example, Corey pointed out
approximately 10% of the gifted students in the city’s gifted magnet school could be
classified as underachievers. For further clarification, he said, “If the [gifted] classroom
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comprises 20 students, then two or three of them are underachieving students. Some
classes have only one. Therefore, I can say that there are two underachieving students in
every classroom.”
Further, Thomas noted the percentage of underachieving gifted students is high in
Saudi Arabia and might exceed 25% of the gifted student population. Timothy stated
there is a recognizable percentage of gifted underachievers and noted there were actually
three of them in his current class. Patrick also said he had dealt with gifted
underachievers and expected there to be around three of them per class. Peter noted he
used to be astonished seven years ago whenever he encountered a gifted underachiever in
the evening gifted program. He explained, “We used to say, how do they join the gifted
program?” Based on his experience, he conjectured a classroom in a gifted school most
likely is comprised of at least two underachievers.
Additionally, Paul and Caleb saw a considerable number of gifted underachievers
but no accurate statistics exist regarding their frequency because high academic
performance is the main criterion for nominating gifted students; therefore, gifted
students with low grades are often ignored. Ted believed gifted underachievers exist;
however, at the beginning of his work with gifted students, he was surprised by the
existence of these students in the gifted program. Ted believed there are significant
numbers of these students in Saudi Arabia although he could only identify two to three
gifted underachievers in his class. He attributed this to bias in methods used to identify
gifted students--high achievement is often weighed heavily in the identification process.
When asked how they knew gifted underachievers existed in Saudi Arabia, most
of the participants emphasized a discrepancy between IQ and students’ classroom grades.
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According to Connor, the gifted underachiever is a student with high intellectual abilities:
"the academic achievement doesn’t reflect that. In another words, there’s a gap between
the expectation and reality.” Moreover, Terry defined gifted underachievers as these who
have “high IQ but low academic performance. There’s a gap between their abilities and
scholastic achievement.” Similarly, Ted viewed gifted underachievers as students who
have high intellectual ability not reflected on their academic grades. Thomas viewed
gifted underachievers as students with high IQ but whose academic performance is low.
Additionally, Patrick defined gifted underachiever as “students with high potential but
their educational performance is low.” Timothy had a similar definition but he added
underachievement is the product of many reasons: gifted underachievers are students
with “high mental capabilities but with lower grades than his peers for several reasons.”
Furthermore, Paul viewed gifted underachievers similar to Timothy’s view. Paul defined
them as students with high scores on IQ tests but their academic performance was low
because of personal, family, or social factors. Moreover, Corey viewed gifted
underachievers as “students with high IQ but not interested in studying because of
internal and external reasons.” However, Peter defined gifted underachievers differently
by focusing more on their carelessness. He defined them as “students with high
intellectual abilities but don’t care about school performance.” On the other hand, Caleb
defined gifted underachievers similarly to previous descriptions by emphasizing the
absence of adequate educational experience could be a contributing factor of
underachievement. He defined the gifted underachiever as a student with high
intellectual abilities but who does not have enough educational experience and has
problems that prevent him from showing those intellectual abilities.
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No, if you’re just a regular member of Saudi society. According to all
participants, society does not believe in the existence of gifted underachievers. Society’s
view toward giftedness in general seems to be misguided. Corey said, “The society
understands that gifted students are those with high grades, they understand that
giftedness is the ability of invention.” Ted, Patrick, and Connor noted many teachers and
members of society do not differentiate between giftedness and high academic
achievement. Therefore, Caleb and Thomas pointed out society assumes every gifted
student is a student with high grades and nobody can be a gifted student unless his school
grades are high. Peter mentioned that many teachers, especially regular teachers, and
members of society do not recognize the difference between the gifted student and the
student with high academic achievement. According to Tom, “I believe that there is a
negative attitude from the society toward supporting the gifted students; they do not even
see the gathering we made [the gifted school] is important.” Terry mentioned that many
members of society and teachers view giftedness as high academic achievement, ideal
behavior, and the ability to invent. They do not acknowledge poor performing students
and/or students with behavioral issues could be gifted.
Many members of society, teachers, and educators consider giftedness to be not
only high academic achievement but also the ability to invent; therefore, the gifted are the
inventors in society and those who do not contribute in this capacity cannot be gifted.
According to Tom, they might say, “What did the gifted do for us? What inventions do
they have? What did they produce?” Peter said, “The society expects from the gifted
students to invent or create something outstanding and new.” Corey indicated, “The
society understands that gifted students are those with high grades; they understand that
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giftedness is the ability of invention.” Society, along with many teachers, judge the
student being gifted through their inventions; therefore, Corey said they wonder, “What
did these students invent? If the students invent, then they become gifted and if they do
not invent, then they aren’t gifted.” Corey also pointed out some of school visitors asked
him, “What did these students invent?” As a matter of fact, Corey indicated society
evaluates the success of the gifted school based on students’ inventions; thus, if students
do not invent anything, then the gifted school including students, teachers, and
administrators are all judged to be unsuccessful. Given society tends to have strong
opinions on who qualifies as “gifted,” it is no wonder they question the existence of
underachieving gifted students. Caleb pointed out many teachers are surprised by gifted
underachievers and say, “Is he really gifted? He barely succeeds.” He also noted there
were gifted underachievers participating in one of the gifted programs and the teachers,
along with the school principal, were asking, “How could he be in the gifted program?
He is not gifted.”
Many regular teachers and some gifted teachers wonder, “How is this student
gifted while his grades are low? Which means, how can we deal with him?” Thomas
pointed out he had heard many members of society talking about a gifted underachiever
and they usually said, “There is a problem in the accuracy of the testing.” Patrick noted
some teachers and members of society do not expect gifted underachievers to exist;
therefore, they say, “He entered the gifted school through nepotism, by cheating, or by
coincidence and due to that the IQ test is based on multiple choice questions, he might
have received high grades by luck.” Peter said it is often some teachers and many
members of society see a gifted underachiever joining a gifted program. They are
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surprised and say, “How was this student chosen?” Paul noted there are teachers who
wonder, “How did this student become a gifted student while his grades are low?” Also,
society’s concept of giftedness is restricted to high academic achievement. According to
Paul, “If they see a gifted student with low grades, they believe that he probably joined
the gifted school through nepotism.” Timothy also commented that underachievers
recognized as gifted cause society to doubt the credibility of the identification procedures
used and similarly state that “they joined the program because of nepotism.”
According to Tom, many members of society and teachers deny the existence of
gifted underachievers; thus, “if they hear about a gifted underachiever they doubt the
measurement tools, the identification procedures for gifted students, the student’s
intellectual abilities” or they might say the students had high IQ grades by chance or
nepotism. Ted said, “Other members of society might view the gifted underachievers in a
sarcastic way because they don’t believe in the existence of gifted underachievers.”
Research Question 2: What Are the Characteristics of
Saudi Gifted Underachievers?
All of the participants offered different characteristics of underachieving gifted
students in Saudi Arabia. There was no single set of descriptors everyone shared in
common. All of the characteristics fell into two distinct themes: Adverse Characteristics
detrimental to students’ learning and Positive Characteristics that prevented students from
completely giving up on school.
Adverse Characteristics
Adverse characteristics were mentioned by all of the participants. Many
subthemes emerged: easily distracted, exhibiting problem behavior, disengaged, and
sensitive.
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Easily distracted. One of the characteristics of gifted underachievers’ mentioned
was being distracted and thinking outside the scope of the lesson. Caleb and Ted noted it
was very difficult for students to find something interesting in what they were learning;
therefore, they had difficulty focusing on the lesson. Peter, Tom, and Connor added these
students lacked concentration on the topic of the lesson and the teachers’ explanation.
For instance, Peter said, “When the teacher explains a lesson, the students think about
soccer.” According to the participants, gifted underachievers might also respond to
various stimuli due to an attention deficiency. For example, Caleb said, “They count the
floor tiles in the classroom or the posters instead of paying attention in class.” Further,
Terry pointed out that although these students could process at a high level, if they got
interrupted during answering, they found it hard to complete the answer. Timothy and
Paul believed this attention deficiency was mostly related to in-class activities thought to
be uninteresting; these underachieving students became much more attentive during noncurriculum or creative activities. Patrick indicated that rather than focusing on a
particular lesson, “they might use their mobile phones to search for things while the
teacher is explaining the lesson.” On the other hand, Timothy mentioned, “Gifted
underachievers suffered from attention deficiency; they don’t pay attention to the lesson,
but they become attentive during non-curriculum or creative activities.”
Exhibit problem behavior. Some gifted underachievers had unacceptable
behavior. Some of them were mischievous and disturbed their peers. According to
Connor, “One of them might ask the teacher difficult questions outside the curriculum to
embarrass the teacher.” Connor indicated one of the behaviors these students had was
playing inside the classroom and trying to start side conversations without permission.
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Connor mentioned an example of this type of negative behavior follows: “He tends to be
stubborn and loves a challenge in a negative way. The gifted underachiever is shown as
‘I do not care about the teacher and I insult the teacher and I do not care about school and
I can leave and come back whenever I want.'”
Thomas noted these students might have aggressive behaviors toward their
classmates. He added they also tend to antagonize teachers. Timothy said these students
are disruptive during the lesson, which affects the educational atmosphere inside the
classroom. Patrick also added some behaviors like “disrupting the class; they make
noises in class, talk during the lesson, and ask a lot of questions just to waste time, which
could lead the teacher to ask them to leave the classroom.” According to Peter, these
students have no concern about the lesson; therefore, they talk and fool around with their
friends, which affects the attention of other students in class.
Paul also pointed to other examples of their behaviors, e.g., “disrespecting the
teacher, fighting with other students and going out of the class without permission.”
Terry also added gifted underachievers seem to be stubborn toward their teacher,
constantly fight with their peers, make a mess in class, and embarrass the teacher with
hard questions. Thomas said if the gifted student does not feel his gift is appreciated, he
will choose to have low grades and become mischievous so he can attract attention.
Disengaged. According to the participants, appearing disengaged was a primary
characteristic of gifted underachievers. Caleb indicated, “Saudi gifted underachievers are
more likely to be disengaged.” To all of the participants, disengagement manifested itself
in three ways: appearing bored, appearing to lack motivation, and refusing to participate
in schoolwork.
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According to Corey, gifted underachievers show boredom inside the classroom,
especially with academic subjects. Also, these students prefer not to do homework
assignments and dislike engaging in any kind of academic research. Corey noted when
these students are bored, “They usually look for any chance to fool around or play during
the class.” In general, they prefer playing all the time and completely avoid the learning
environment. According to Patrick, when these students are bored, they tend to do the
following: “They move a lot in class and swing their body right and left. Additionally,
they try to waste the time period by playing and using their watches, pens, or their tables.
In addition, their boredom appears through puffing or eyeball movements.”
Timothy said due to boredom, these students tend to give their friends their work
materials so they can avoid class and homework; they use not having the required
materials as an excuse for not being able to complete the task. Also, Thomas and Ted
also mentioned boredom was demonstrated through sleeping and complaining about the
lesson’s time, a desire to skip school, and leaving the classroom for no reason. For
example, Thomas said the gifted underachievers looked for reasons to get out of class.
Further, Paul, Tom, and Peter indicated that since the students do not like the classroom
environment, they tend to sleep a lot in class. Connor said they “always try to sleep; they
want the lesson to end and go out of the class.”
According to the participants, gifted underachievers also appear to lack academic
motivation. Caleb pointed out, “They lack motivation; they require hard work [for
teachers] to raise their motivation.” He also mentioned these students lack internal
motivation; thus, they join gifted programs for their parents. Moreover, Peter mentioned,
“They are not motivated, so they do not like to attend the school. For some of them, it

77
seems as if their parents force them to go to school.” Therefore, according to Paul and
Thomas, the parents’ determination might be the only reason for their student’s school
attendance; without that, they might not come to school at all.
Moreover, gifted underachievers tend to refuse to participate in schoolwork.
Thomas pointed out gifted underachievers do not like participating in class. Corey added
they are inclined to isolation; therefore, “they prefer withdrawing from participation in
class.” According to Connor, these students “tend to sit at the back during the lesson,
trying to avoid participating in discussions” and answering teachers’ questions. Terry
added they prefer to sit at the back of the class, not to talk to the teacher or classmates,
and stay alone in the classroom during the lunch break. Further, Patrick said since these
students have no academic interest, “they tend to refuse to participate in class and
become busy with personal interests that do not conform to the interest of most students,
which is academic grades.” For example, during workshops, these students tended to
work individually. Timothy simply stated they “do not care about what is said and done
during the class.” Rather, they prefer to withdraw from and isolate themselves in classes
they do not find engaging.
On the other hand, Caleb mentioned disengagement quickly fades and they
participate when it is not about the lesson; for instance, the disengagement fades when
the teacher tells a joke. Terry and Ted pointed out they become quickly engaged when
the lesson is practical. For example, Corey said, “I taught a subject that is based on
researching and application. I realized that disengagement faded and students began to
interact because they are better in practical lessons.” In addition, according to the
participants, students’ engagement was most likely to increase when participating in non-
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curriculum activities. For example, Corey said, “When we did the recitation contests, the
gifted underachievers participated; if we compare between their academic studies and
their extracurricular activities, we find that they are do better in extracurricular
activities.”
Sensitivity. Gifted underachievers might suffer from high sensitivity toward
criticism. According to Timothy, teachers face difficulty in providing feedback because
these students are highly sensitive. For example, Ted said, “One of my students came to
me and said, ‘You do not like me.’ I said, ‘Why?’ He replied, ‘You always tell me I’m
wrong every time I answer.'” Terry said these students are very sensitive toward
feedback and take it personally. He continued, “These students believe that the teachers
do not want them in the class.” Also, Paul noted these students suffer from high
sensitivity, especially in the presence of their friends. For example, Paul said a student
might be five minutes late and then decide he will not attend the class because the teacher
will reproach him in front of his friends for being late. Caleb added he tries not to use
words that carry more than one meaning because students might think these words are
directed toward them; that is why they are difficult to interact with in school. Further,
Paul indicated the students might change their behavior, even if it is not acceptable, just
to avoid mockery from friends. Surprisingly, not all of the characteristics described were
detrimental to students’ academic success.
Positive Characteristics
All of the participants mentioned or alluded to characteristics that might actually
prevent students from completely giving up on their education. Therefore, the second
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theme that emerged was Positive Characteristics. Two subthemes also emerged: gifted
underachievers as leaders (70%) and creative (90%).
Leaders. Participants mentioned gifted underachievers are more likely to have
leadership skills. These skills are shown more in non-classroom activities, whether inside
or outside school. Corey pointed out students’ leadership especially appeared during
physical education classes, school trips, or when they played soccer outside school. For
example, Corey said the students have high leadership skills so they are able to lead
others “as if they control their peers with a remote control.” Caleb added gifted
underachievers usually are not followers and tend to be leaders. Connor pointed out
whenever the gifted underachiever dealt with peers, “He is always the leader; they might
assign him to be the leader within the neighborhood or the class.” He also noted the
leadership features of the gifted underachiever “appear clearly during physical education
classes; he chooses his colleagues and chooses the type of game.” Also, Connor said
gifted underachievers enjoy participating in all non-classroom activities and take part in
managing and organizing school trips. Peter confirmed these students have leadership
skills that appear during non-classroom activities such as workshops or brainstorming
training courses.
According to Thomas, these students show greater leadership skills during school
trips, activities, and parties. They manage and guide their peers to make these trips and
parties a success. Timothy pointed out some of these students have leadership skills and
their peers follow and are guided by them; in other words, gifted underachievers often
have skills in influencing others. Peter said, “Gifted underachievers have leadership
tendencies, so they tend to impose their opinions among their peers.” Terry added,
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“When I provide the students with more than one activity to choose from, they end up
choosing what he [gifted undercover] prefers because of his ability of convincing others.”
Creativity. Further, participants described gifted underachievers as having
creative abilities. According to Corey, gifted underachievers “always come up with new
and distinctive ideas when solving problems, planning trips, and designing programs.”
Thomas added these students show creativity that draws the teachers’ attention. For
example, Thomas said these students come up with new ideas in marketing or ideas for
inventing an air conditioning device. Terry also noted these students have creative
abilities and fluency in ideas: “You find them suggesting programs and ideas you can
never think of; they come up with great ideas.” Moreover, Ted stated gifted
underachievers are "creative especially in art, crafts, or engineering but they do not care
about subjects like Language Arts.” Patrick indicated their creative ability appears in
doing math exercises but these abilities fade if they do not like the subject.
According to Timothy, “I had three underachieving gifted students with high
creative abilities, and these abilities showed in non-classroom activities like Zome Tool.”
He also indicated these students received honor certificates from the school principal and
the director of the gifted administration for their creativity in photography. Timothy,
Thomas, and Caleb pointed out the creative ability of gifted underachievers appears in
non-classroom activities and outside school. They often do the activities and tasks in
creative ways and different from gifted high achievers. For example, Peter said, “The
other students used paper surveys whereas the gifted underachievers came up with an
electronic survey through Google programs.” Furthermore, Peter noted “these students
behave differently during free days; we see creativity and great collaborative work.”
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Research Question 3: What Factors Contribute to
Saudi Gifted Students’ Underachievement?
There are several reasons for underachievement among gifted students and these
reasons often overlap. When asked about factors contributing to gifted
underachievement, Connor indicated, “There are many contributing factors for
underachievement. These contributing factors can be classified into individual and
environmental factors.” Some of the participants believed these students are
underachievers because of Individual Factors including the following subthemes:
Negative attitudes toward teachers, lack of self-regulation, desire for autonomy, lack
goal valuation, and low self-concept. In addition, some of the participants believed these
students underachieved because of Environmental Factors, which including the following
subthemes: Pressure from parents or lack thereof, Peer pressure, Insufficient
instructional environment, and Challenging external circumstances.
Individual Factors
Individual Factors were mentioned by all of the participants. According to the
participants, gifted students underachieve because of negative attitudes toward teachers
(70%), lack of self-regulation (60%), desire for autonomy (80%), lack goal valuation
(70%), and low self-concept (80%).
Attitudes towards teacher. Underachievement appears among gifted students
when they have negative attitudes toward teachers. Corey indicated, “Gifted
underachievers dislike teachers who are unable to fulfill the students’ educational needs.”
Additionally, teachers might emphasize discipline inside class more than education itself
because they are authoritative and strict. Terry pointed out some teaching strategies are
intimidating and threatening, which makes the student build a negative view about the
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teacher and the subject. For example, Terry said, “The teacher might like only the
students who respond to him; he wants slaves not learners.” Caleb said, “If the student
doesn’t respond to the teacher’s instructions, then the teacher usually ignores him and
doesn’t care about him.” In addition, Thomas mentioned this negative attitude could be
because the teacher was originally a regular classroom teacher or was unable to capture
students’ attention and curiosity. Therefore, students dislike the teacher and develop a
negative attitude toward him/her.
Paul pointed out gifted underachievers might have a negative attitude toward the
teacher “due to a personal incident that could have made a student uncomfortable with
the teacher.” Thus, the student hates the subject this teacher teaches and his grades drop.
Terry pointed out then the gifted underachiever’s perspective and opinions toward the
teacher are usually negative. Sometimes, gifted underachievers feel like the teacher does
not have enough knowledge nor adequate teaching techniques and strategies. In other
words, Terry said because the student has low grades, “he starts to develop a negative
view about the teacher and that studying isn’t important just to justify his low grades.”
Ted added students might have a negative view toward the teacher but it does not mean it
is true. He said some of them incorrectly assume the teacher is neglecting them or does
not like them. That being said, sometimes students’ perceptions are valid. Caleb stated,
“If you ask this teacher about a specific underachieving student, he might say the student
is not in his class, although he is.” In other words, there are teachers who neglect
underachieving gifted students.
Lack of self-regulation. Many gifted underachievers lack self-regulation.
According to Connor, “Their bags and school supplies are disorganized. Also, these
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students do their homework in an unorganized way.” Corey added these students are
chaotic and their clothes and school materials are unorganized and messy. Patrick also
mentioned, “These students’ homework is unorganized and untidy because they usually
do it quickly in the morning right before arriving at school.” Patrick added they do that
because they do not have an organized time schedule. Further, Caleb said they suffer
from carelessness and “they usually forget where they put their school supplies or shoes.”
In addition, he indicated some of these students had never handed their report card to
their parents because of their carelessness.
Moreover, Peter mentioned gifted underachievers lack self-regulation, especially
time management. For example, Peter said some of them spend most of their time
playing on a Play Station or with their iPads. Terry noted they also overcommitted to
activities:
They lack self-regulation, and therefore they participate in a lot of activities
without thinking about their time schedule. This means they participate randomly
in physical, educational, and scientific activities and volunteer work inside and
outside the summer program and in the neighborhood activities and programs.
Terry added these students’ answers on the exams were unorganized because
during the exam they might skip from one question to another without completing the
first answer. Furthermore, Terry pointed out they lacked organization while studying;
they studied multiple subjects at a time without a logical sequence.
Desire for autonomy. Gifted underachievers tend to be independent and manage
their personal and academic matters themselves. According to Caleb, the students in the
intermediate level during adolescence feel like they have become men and desire
autonomy. Connor indicated these students do not respond well to continuous guidance
from teachers and parents. Connor said, “The gifted underachievers feel like they entered
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the manhood stage; therefore, no one can tell them what to do and the teacher can’t order
them around.”
According to Thomas, in primary school, the rate of gifted underachievers was
low but increased in the intermediate school during puberty because this is the age where
students want to be in control of their learning. Timothy pointed out that during the
intermediate level when they become teenagers, students start to want more of a voice in
their education:
They do not want anyone ordering them to do anything specific. A gifted
underachiever might say, "I won’t do the homework, doing the homework is my
choice, I do not have to study, I won’t study at home, I’m free, I know better, I’m
a man!"
Patrick indicated gifted students might not study or do their homework, which
leads to underachievement because their desire for autonomy increases. Patrick said,
“They begin raising their voice and disregarding the instructions of their parents and
teachers including doing homework and studying in order to prove to others that they
have become men.” Terry mentioned, “The stage in which the academic achievement
decreases among gifted students is the eighth and ninth grade because it is the puberty
stage where they like to be independent and assert their identity.” Paul stated, “These
students want to prove themselves as men and they do not want anyone to interfere.”
This results in rebellion and disobeying teachers’ and parents’ instructions:
The gifted underachiever rebels and doesn’t want anyone to rule him because he
thinks he is capable of controlling himself. When parents ask their gifted
underachiever to not stay up all night, he might get angry and become stubborn
and then underachieve because he does not want others to control his life. He
feels like he is an adult.
Some of these students follow the rules without any instructions or orders from
anyone but they immediately change that and start to break the rules once someone starts
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to order them around. For example, Peter said a student might be doing his homework
without any underachieving but his grades will immediately drop and he will stop doing
his homework once his parents order him to do it.
Lack of goal valuation. When gifted students do not see a relationship between
their schoolwork and future goals, they tend to underachieve. Thomas pointed out gifted
students’ achievement might decline “because they do not see future benefit from
schoolwork.” Timothy indicated it is difficult for some of these students to see the future
benefits of their learning. He added some of these students do not see any benefit from
education and “they see themselves like any other student; whether they do their
homework or not, it doesn’t make a difference.” Peter noted all these students want is to
earn the minimum grades needed to pass the grade level even if these grades are low. He
added they might not want high grades because they do not see the significance of being
high achievers if the jobs they desire to have after graduation are not available.
Furthermore, Thomas pointed out parents and siblings’ career levels could be low
so the student does not see the importance of high achievement; he thinks he will end up
just like his parents and siblings no matter what. On the other hand, some students might
simply have low ambitions and do not think about their future. For instance, Corey said
one student’s highest ambition was to own a car or play for his football team.
Paul said some of these students do not have clear future goals; therefore, they do
not see the importance of having high grades, which leads to underachievement. For
example, Paul said students might feel there are not many jobs in the job market and then
question, “If I graduate, there won’t be any jobs!” Terry mentioned some gifted
underachievers suffered from determining the goal or the benefits from academic
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achievement because they never determined what they wanted to be in the future.
Additionally, Terry mentioned some gifted underachievers see there are no job
opportunities after graduating from college so they do not care about their grades.
According to Corey, students’ inability to evaluate their goals is often attributed to their
teachers and parents not talking with them about the future and the benefits of achieving
high grades.
Ted noted these students might have low grades, especially at the intermediate
level, because they see this level as unimportant as no one considers students’
intermediate-level grades--just their high school grades. Ted said they think they will
eventually pass so they might say, “Why do we have to work hard when in the end we are
going to pass anyway?” Similarly, Corey indicated some of them might prefer to lie back
because they do not see any future results from studying and say, “Everyone passes the
secondary level.”
Self-concept. Some gifted underachievers suffer from low self-concept. Corey
pointed out gifted students used to be high achievers in their regular school, were at the
top among their peers, and used to get 100% marks easily. According to Timothy,
“When they moved to the gifted school, they were not the first in class anymore because
all their new peers were high achievers which led to their low self-concept and
consequently, low achievement.” They were surprised all their current peers were high
achievers and began to judge themselves as the worst in the class. For example, Timothy
said after the gifted students’ grades came out, “A student approached me and told me
that if he was in his old school he would have had high grades and would be the first in
class.” He added this student was the first in his class in his previous school and then
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became ranked 31st in the gifted school, which made the father reproach his son even
though his academic performance did not change significantly. This caused him to doubt
his academic ability.
Thomas mentioned gifted underachievers feel inferior compared to everyone else
because of the degrading messages they receive from teachers and parents about their
academic performance. According to Caleb, “The gifted underachievers are usually
destroyed from inside because of the negative messages they receive from those around
them; therefore, their view about themselves is negative.” For example, some parents
and teachers ask the gifted underachieving student, “Are you gifted? You are not. Why
are your grades low?” Paul noted these students do not expect or believe they might
become successful in the future. Also, gifted high achievers might look down on gifted
underachievers because of their academic performance. Peter said this judgment of
inferiority from their peers might lead to underachieving students’ low self-concept and
cause them to withdraw from school.
On the other hand, Terry said the level of self-concept within some of the gifted
underachievers was high and above normal. Some of these students believed they had
knowledge of everything and, therefore, some of them might become arrogant. For
example, Terry said, “I recall a student who happened to be arrogant because he felt he is
a computer hacker and therefore he neglected his study.” Ted also added some of these
students had very high self-concept. For example, Ted indicated there was a gifted
underachiever who did not attend school because he believed schooling was below his
potential.

88
Environmental Factors
The second theme that emerged was Environmental Factors that were not
necessarily within students’ control and which negatively influenced their achievement in
school. Environmental Factors were mentioned by 100% of the participants. Through
comments of the participants, several subthemes emerged: Pressure from parents or lack
thereof (100%), Peer pressure (90%), Insufficient instructional environment (100%), and
Challenging external circumstances (90%).
Pressure from parents or lack thereof. Many parents believe the gifted student
is a student with high achievement; consequently, they require their gifted children to
achieve high grades, which puts them under great pressure. Patrick mentioned sometimes
a student is frustrated because his father tells him his giftedness is worthless and, more
importantly, his grades should reach 100%. Caleb said, “Many parents think that
giftedness mean scoring high grades; therefore, they expect their child to have high
academic performance.” For example, Timothy said: "Some parents tell their child, 'You
are a gifted student, so where are your high grades?' The child shows some of his success
and creativity but parents ask him, ‘What did you score in math? 6/10? You are not a
gifted student.'”
Terry provided another example, “I have a gifted student whose grades dropped
along with his behavior just so he could show his parents he isn’t gifted. The reason is
the high expectations from his parents and they expect their child to do everything
perfectly.” Peter indicated some students make a great effort to get high grades just to
please their parents. He added that if they fail to achieve high grades, they might become
stressed and frustrated and then become underachievers.
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Caleb mentioned parents often hold an unrealistically ideal view of what it means
to be gifted. If their children do live up to these high expectations, parents often react
negatively and put more pressure on their children. Caleb pointed out parents expect
their children to be ideal by managing their time for studying and obeying their orders.
According to Caleb, when parents recognize their children have been identified as gifted,
“they require more difficult tasks from them than before.” Some parents tended to
require extra work from their children after school. Caleb described a student who was
withdrawn from the gifted program because of the overload of tasks his parents assigned
him when they knew their son was identified as gifted. For example, Timothy said,
“Some parents force their children to attend English or computer courses after school”,
which might lead to an overload of tasks and a disengaging from anything school related.
Moreover, Connor indicated parents might ask their children to do extra studying, “which
causes a lot of pressure on the student, and therefore he tries to get rid of being gifted and
says ‘I’m not gifted and I’m just an ordinary student with low academic performance.'”
Timothy pointed out some parents tend to “disconnect their child’s relationship
with his friends in their neighborhood.” Many parents of gifted students do not like their
children having friends in the neighborhood because they might have a bad influence on
their morals and study. In other cases, Timothy said parents might isolate their gifted
child from their friends or choose the friends for their children they believe will not
negatively influence their academics. Thomas added parents’ pressure on their children’s
social relationships could contribute to underachievement or withdrawal from school.
Conversely, some parents lack caring about the needs of their gifted children; that
lack of concern for their children's education contributes to their underachievement.
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Caleb said, “Parents might not understand gifted students’ needs, and they are not aware
of how to deal with them.” Connor noted the gifted school confronted a lot of parents
who never cared about educating their gifted child. For example, Connor said, “We tell
the parents that their children have been nominated as gifted students, some parents start
to ask unimportant questions such as who’s going to be responsible for driving my child
from and to school?” Further, Patrick said some parents only think about the financial
burdens and transportation and therefore, a lot of parents register their children in a gifted
program and then transfer them back to their old school.
According to Patrick, parents might neglect their gifted child because they do not
believe in gifted education so “they do not provide the support their children needs…
This results in students’ withdrawal and underachievement.” Peter pointed out, “Some
parents do not have any interest in following their children’s progress in school”;
therefore, they do not encourage them to continue in the gifted program or help them
manage their time. Connor added they do not have interest and care because they see
education as the school’s responsibility. For example, Connor said, “Many parents
attribute underachievement of their gifted child to the school and teacher; therefore, they
deny their failure in following up and encouraging their children.” Thus, there is no
connection or cooperation between the family and the school. Connor added there are a
lot of parents who do not come to parents’ visitation day and never ask about their child’s
performance.
Moreover, some parents never bother to help their children with organizing their
time. Timothy said, “They provide them with all the entertainment and games without
identifying a certain time to use them, which allows the child to play with them and
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neglect homework and studying.” Timothy mentioned another example of parents’
negligence in helping their children to organize time--some students come to school lazy
because “they slept late due to spending a lot of time with their forms of entertainment.”
Connor said, “Parents do not help their children manage time because the parents do not
provide guidance for their children and are outside the home for hours; the students
cannot see the importance of organizing the time and learning.”
Further, Paul said the “parents’ level of education may play a role in their
children’s underachievement.” Paul said, “When the parents have been poorly educated,
it is reflected in their attention to their sons’ grades; therefore, they do not encourage or
care about supporting their sons’ school performance.” For example, Thomas said, “The
father might have a poor education and have an interest in trading and making money;
therefore, they might encourage their child to spend more time in working rather than
studying.” Thomas added the lack of parents’ interest in education and preoccupation
with their work could be contributing factors of underachievement.
Peer pressure. Peers might be an essential reason for underachievement. Gifted
underachievers are very conscious of their peers’ view of them so they try not to be
categorized as a gifted high achiever if it is against their peers’ preference. Terry also
noted gifted students always look for social acceptance so they try to get rid of
unacceptable names like “nerd” and try to fit in with the group, choosing to be
underachievers. According to Caleb, gifted underachievers “favor their peers over
academic performance; this has been witnessed. If students answer a question correctly,
their peers make fun of them. This affects the students and they become embarrassed in
class.” Peers might call them names like "nerd.” Patrick said:

92
Peers affect the performance of the gifted students; they have an effect on them
more than the whole school. They affect their behavior and thoughts. They
convince them easily that a certain behavior is acceptable, therefore, they began to
imitate their peers; they might even convince them to underachieve.
Patrick added, “Peers might make fun of gifted students because of their many
questions and might call them worthless.” Paul mentioned a student who left a math
class to run from these words. This situation has happened for many gifted students who
get bothered by these words. Paul also pointed out gifted students “might not attend the
gifted afterschool programs. Why? The student says he does not want to be one of the
gifted students in order to fit in his friends’ group or to avoid mockery.”
Also, peers tend to stereotype gifted students. Connor said that to peers, a gifted
child “is a spoiled child who does not have any friends and is socially a failure.” Gifted
students are forced to choose between this negative image and fitting into peer groups
they want to join. Also, Connor pointed out when students reach the intermediate school,
which is the stage when they transfer schools, they might meet new peers who do not
care about their grades; therefore, their influence becomes strong and can negatively
affect gifted students’ grades.
Additionally, friends outside the school might have a negative effect on gifted
students’ achievement. Corey pointed out gifted students from the gifted school might
have friends from other schools who do not care about studying or exams; therefore, the
gifted students want to imitate those friends and pose a question to themselves, “How
come we care while they do not and study a lot more than them?” For example, Corey
said at the end of the semester in gifted schools, students’ absences increase because their
friends from other schools do not attend class at the end of the semester. Timothy
mentioned friendship has a large impact on gifted students’ performance. A friend with

93
low grades could affect the gifted student who might wonder, “Why is my friend always
playing whereas I’m always studying?”
Further, Peter indicated, “There was a gifted student with high grades but his
performance declined because his family moved to another neighborhood and his friends
changed. His new friends did not care about studying, which caused him to
underachieve.” Also, Terry mentioned friends can have a negative effect on a gifted
student’s grades:
I had a gifted student who won around the region and scored second place in the
Chemistry Olympics in the capital city. He plays football professionally, but his
friends in the neighborhood did not want him to join their group because he was a
high achiever and they were underachievers. So he had to have to low grades so
he could join his friends and the football team.
Insufficient instructional environment. The majority of the participants
commented the educational environment is not encouraging for gifted students and does
not capture their attention. Caleb said, “The lessons and activities are the same and
repeated daily in a boring way, which leads to low achievement.” Paul pointed out the
school’s environment could be boring and does not challenge gifted students’ abilities so
it is discouraging and sometimes depressing and unsupportive. Thomas said, “The
educational environment is discouraging because it is based on routine and attracts
boredom which could lead to underachievement in all or some subjects.” He added the
following:
The gifted underachiever is frustrated because of the school’s environment and
the undifferentiated curriculum. These students do not have the desire to be in
school and feel like the educational environment isn’t suitable. Also, these
students consider the educational environment as not reaching the level that
catches their interests and challenges them.
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Moreover, Timothy indicated the educational environment in the gifted school is
not different from regular schools. For example, the curriculum used in gifted schools is
the same as the one used in regular schools, which poses a problem as teachers are
unwilling or unable to differentiate. According to Ted, the curriculum does not fulfill
gifted students’ needs because “it was designed based on ordinary students’ needs, not
weak or gifted students. The curriculum is circulated for all types of students, gifted and
non-identified gifted students.” Connor added, “The curriculum is discouraging to the
gifted student. The curriculum is supposed to be about researching and thinking, but now
it only focuses on memorizing.” Corey pointed out the curriculum contains unimportant
and boring details. This curriculum is designed by the Ministry of Education as books
containing topics and exercises teachers should follow and apply. Corey added teachers
are not allowed to use any other books; they have to follow the curriculum registered by
the Ministry.
Paul mentioned the student might not care about the given information in the
curriculum and feel frustrated, leading to underachievement. Ted said the “curriculum
does not challenge students’ potentiality and is like any other curriculum based on
receiving information and memorizing.” For instance, Timothy said, “The additional
exercises in each math lesson are only three. The students can complete them easily with
no challenge. The curriculum lacks excitement, challenge, and competition.”
Further, according to the participants, many teachers of gifted students are
actually regular classroom teachers. Corey said, “The educational system allows any
teachers to transfer to the gifted school, even if they are not specialized in gifted
education.” Patrick said, “I realized some teachers say that there aren’t any differences
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between the gifted schools and other schools except for less work for them within the
gifted school. That is why they came to this school.” Moreover, Corey said, “Teachers
come to gifted schools just to relax.” Connor mentioned some teachers teach only for the
salary; therefore, they are absent many days from school. Corey noted that teachers lack
interest in teaching gifted students. In other words, Corey said, “If the school has 20
teachers, only six or seven of them are excellent and the rest are average and lack training
and qualifications.”
According to Timothy, because some teachers consider the gifted school to be
like any ordinary school, they do not try to change their teaching methods nor improve
their teaching skills. Patrick pointed out some teachers do not even believe in the
difference between regular students and gifted students; thus, “they do not feel the
necessity to change their teaching methods or differentiate the curriculum.” Additionally,
Peter said, "Some teachers can’t recognize the difference between gifted students and
non-identified gifted high achievers, which leads to not varying teaching methods or
concern about individual differences.” In regular schools, according to Ted, a 45-minute
period is hardly sufficient for explaining a lesson, whereas 20 minutes is enough for
gifted students in the gifted schools to understand the lesson. Due to incompetence,
Corey said, “The gifted teacher doesn’t know what to do during the rest of the time.”
Terry added the gifted student needs less time to understand the lesson and teachers’ use
of normal and conventional teaching techniques that focus on repetition makes the
student careless about the subject.
Some teachers are astonished whenever they see gifted underachievers in the
gifted school because they believe these students should not be in gifted programs. For
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example, Peter mentioned, “One of the teachers asked a gifted underachiever, in
astonishment, how he was chosen to be in the gifted school.” Terry said the student
might not achieve a high score; therefore, the teacher mocks him and doubts categorizing
him as gifted. Terry pointed out the negative view from the teacher toward students
could be a contributing factor of underachievement:
The teacher sees the students’ behavior is normal and not gifted. Therefore, the
teacher criticizes the classification and says these are normal students and
therefore he neglects them. Some teachers have a negative view toward gifted
students, why? Because they ask many questions and discuss a lot. Also, the
teacher looks at himself as if he is the best and the more knowledgeable because
he is the only source of information.
Challenging external circumstances. Many students are faced with challenging
circumstances outside of school that could influence their academic achievement and
cause them to disengage. According to Corey, divorce could be one of the reasons for
underachievement among gifted students:
Divorce is one of the great influences on underachievement. I have a student
whose parents are divorced. The student had low grades on the exam so I sat with
his father and talked to him. The student doesn’t live with his father nor his
mother; he lives with his grandmother. The boy is always distracted and when he
begins to talk, he immediately cries.
Paul and Terry also added family issues like divorce could be a reason for
underachievement. According to Peter, “There was a gifted student whose performance
declined because of his parents’ divorce.” Terry said low academic performance might
happen temporarily in one semester or might continue chronically after parents’ divorce.
Further, Timothy said, “The gifted student might live with his father while he wants to
live with his mother, which therefore contributes to underachievement.” This
inconsistency in the home environment could contribute to a child’s underachievement at
school.
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Further, according to the majority of the participants, moving from one school to
another might be a contributing factor to underachievement among gifted students.
Timothy said, “When students moving to the gifted school, their grades decline because
of losing their peers from the old school.” He added, “Some students were shocked when
they moved to this school [gifted middle school] because they left their friends; thus,
their grades dropped and then they went back to their former school.” Terry said when
students transfer from one school to another, they suffer and want to go back to their
former classmates or their grades will end up dropping. For instance, Ted mentioned,
“There was a gifted student with high achievement but suddenly his grades dropped and
he told us that he doesn’t want this school anymore and he wants his old friends; he went
back to his former school.”
Moreover, the neighborhood condition has a great impact on gifted students’
achievement. According to Tom, “The students coming from a wealthy and higher
income neighborhood are more likely to have ideal behavior and high achievement than
those coming from a poor neighborhood.” Connor pointed out the financial factor might
prevent a student from high achievement. According to Connor, the student’s grades
might also scale down depending on the neighborhood. For example, if the school is in a
higher income neighborhood, then the quality of education is high and teachers are
excellent. On the other hand, if the school is in a poor neighborhood, then the quality of
education is low and teachers’ expectations are low. Along the same lines, Paul said low
financial status could lead to underachievement, i.e., if the parents have a low income,
“they might ask their children to work with them after school.” Also, Ted said, “Low
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income has a negative impact on the student’s achievement because these gifted students
will be busy helping their parents collecting money.”
Research Question 4: How Can Gifted Underachievement
Be Reversed in Saudi Arabia?
Through the comments of the participants, two themes emerged: Personal
experience and personal effort to reverse underachievement (100%) and The opportunity
to become autonomous learners (40%). When asked about how to reverse
underachievement, Caleb indicated, “There is no ideal or accurate method to reverse
underachievement because prerequisite information such as characteristics of gifted
underachievers and identification procedures are not existing.” According to Ted, “All
what we do to reverse underachievement is personal effort that is based on just
prospectus or experience.”
Personal Experience and Personal Effort
to Reverse Underachievement
According to the participants, gifted underachievers need monitoring,
encouragement, and building great relationships with their teachers and supervisors.
Corey said, “If the gifted underachiever feels that the teachers and the supervisors are
monitoring and asking them about their studies and homework, then this will lead to
improving their performance.” For example, Corey mentioned there was a student with
low grades because of family issues. He began sitting with this student every day for two
weeks and asked about his performance, encouraged him, and called him a future
engineer. In addition, the school principal contacted the parents to solve the family
issues. Corey added, “There was a significant improvement in his school performance.”
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Connor and Thomas pointed out one of the methods for treating
underachievement is to provide guidance, monitoring, and instructions from the school
and the family. Connor said, “Initially, the contributing factors of underachievement
must be identified, whether they are family issues or school issues.” After that, Connor
and Thomas indicated there must be some cooperation between the school and home in
guiding and directing. Furthermore, Patrick mentioned the role of a caring mentor is
critical; gifted underachievers need guidance and monitoring. A mentor should follow
the gifted underachiever’s condition and provide instructions and guidance. The mentor
might be a social worker or psychologist working in the school.
Timothy and Paul indicated there is no specific treatment for underachievement
but educators should identify the reason first and then come up with a solution.
Moreover, Terry said, “Treating underachievement lies first in determining the
contributing factors of underachievement and then determining how to reverse the
problem in an individual way for each student.” Terry said the school should offer
guidance sessions to determine the contributing factors preventing students from
achieving in school. After that, schools should try to help gifted underachievers with
strategies based on what caused the students to underachieve. Terry indicated
encouragement should be the starting point to reverse underachievement by reminding
the students about their previous success and high abilities.
Ted said guidance and cooperation between the teacher and school administration
is very important for treating underachievement. For example, Ted mentioned, “I had
more than one case of underachievement because of moving to the gifted school, being
treated through guidance sessions, offering students the freedom to choose whatever class
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they would like in school, and encouraging them.” For treating underachievement,
Patrick said identifying the subjects in which the student scored low grades in the past is
important. After that, a detailed intervention plan should be created with the input of the
family. Then there should be an agreement between the teacher and the student to
implement the plan and the student should be rewarded for his progress and
improvement. As part of this plan, Caleb suggested a “learning assessment strategy in
which the student applies self-learning and the teacher provides guidance on how to
learn.” Then students have the freedom to choose the learning style they prefer. After
that, the students assess themselves--whether they achieved the teacher’s requirements or
not--and then they are assessed by the parents and the teachers.
The Opportunity to Become Autonomous
Learners
Upon entering university, gifted underachievers usually change their behavior and
become high achievers because their vision for the future becomes more real. Corey
indicated the university provides a respectful educational environment and professors
take care of students. Connor mentioned he witnessed a lot of gifted underachievers
whose academic performance increased when they attended college because “it is more
flexible and there is no pressure from the teachers in memorizing and indoctrination.”
Connor pointed out college students are independent in learning and getting the
information. Paul also noted “a lot of students have done a poor job in high school, and
when they attended college they raised their grades because college is not a restrictive
learning environment.” Students have the freedom to choose the subjects and the
teachers they desire. Moreover, Paul said, “Pressure on gifted students lessens at the
university stage when compared to school.” Also, Paul pointed out college is more
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challenging than high school so the level of difficulty challenges and motivates gifted
students to work harder.
Summary
In this chapter, main themes and subthemes of the study were presented. The
main theme for the first research question was It Depends on Who You Talk To including
two subthemes: “Yes, they exist” and “No, if you’re just a regular member of Saudi
society.” Main themes for the second research question were Adverse Characteristics and
Positive Characteristics. Adverse Characteristics contained four subthemes including
easily distracted, exhibiting problem behavior, disengaged, and sensitive. Positive
Characteristics contained two subthemes: leaders and creative. Main themes for the third
research question were Individual Factors and Environmental Factors. Individual Factors
contained five subthemes: Negative attitudes toward teachers, lack of self-regulation,
desire for autonomy, lack goal valuation, and low self-concept. Environmental Factors
contained four subthemes: pressure from parents or lack thereof, peer pressure,
insufficient instructional environment, and challenging external circumstances. Finally,
two primary themes emerged for the fourth research question: Personal Experience and
Personal Effort to Reverse Underachievement and The Opportunity to Become
Autonomous Learners.
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CHAPTER V

DISCUSSION

The purpose of the current study was to gain an understanding of the perceptions
of teachers of gifted students, parents of gifted children, and gifted coordinators in Saudi
Arabia regarding the phenomenon of Saudi gifted students who underachieve in school.
The primary research question for this study was as follows:
Q1

How is the underachievement of gifted students perceived in Saudi
Arabia?

More specifically, four sub-research questions for this study guided the reporting of the
findings.
Q1a

Do parents and educators in Saudi Arabia believe gifted underachievers
exist? Why or why not?

Q1b

What are the characteristics of Saudi gifted underachievers?

Q1c

What factors contribute to Saudi gifted students’ underachievement?

Q1d

How can gifted underachievement be reversed in Saudi Arabia?

Although researchers have a good idea of why gifted students underachieve, the majority
of published articles and studies have been conducted in the United States. No research
could be located on gifted underachievement in Saudi Arabia. Given the absence of
research based on this issue in Saudi Arabia, it was necessary to start at the beginning to
attempt to understand what this phenomenon looks like for Saudi students. The
following sections provide a discussion of this study’s findings.
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Findings
The Existence of Underachievement in
Saudi Arabia
All of the Saudi participants believed the phenomenon of gifted
underachievement exists in Saudi Arabia. These Saudi participants believed there were
large numbers of gifted underachievers in Saudi Arabia. Many of them did not mention a
particular percentage due to the lack of interest in this topic by stakeholders and
nonexistent identification procedures for determining which students were gifted
underachievers. Their estimation of the presence of a large number of gifted
underachievers in Saudi Arabia was similar to Seeley’s (1993) estimation, which was
approximately 15 to 40% of the gifted student population in the United States.
Many of the participants contended Saudi gifted underachievers were students
who scored high on IQ tests but did not achieve high grades in school. Other participants
defined Saudi gifted underachievers as students who had high IQs but their grades or
achievements did not reflect intellectual ability. This simple definition reflected the
narrow view of giftedness in Saudi Arabia as high IQ should not be the only criterion
used to identify gifted students. The Saudi definition differs from commonly accepted
state definitions of giftedness in the United States that promote use of multiple criteria to
identify students as gifted (NAGC, 2008). Similar to the United States, however, was the
idea of using a discrepancy between expected achievement (e.g., intelligence test score)
and actual achievement (e.g., grades) to identify gifted underachievers (Reis & McCoach,
2000).
Further, most of the participants felt many stakeholders and society members did
not believe underachievement among gifted students was possible because of the
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misconception that giftedness implies high IQ and high achievement. One main criterion
for identifying gifted students in Saudi Arabia is evidence of high achievement and IQ
test results. Therefore, some participants indicated most of the students in the gifted
school were believed to be high achievers due to the biased methods of identifying gifted
students; students who did not demonstrate high achievement could not be identified for
gifted services. For example, the participants commented that whenever Saudi teachers
noticed a gifted student with low grades in one of their classes, they wondered how a
gifted student could get low grades. This did not seem plausible to them due to the strict
Saudi identification process. Generally, in Saudi Arabia, the identification of gifted
students is determined through two phases: (a) nomination by teachers and (b)
implementation of IQ tests. A problem that presented itself with the teacher nominations
was they were based on students’ academic grades; only high achieving students were
nominated by teachers regardless of whether they were gifted or not.
Although multiple criteria for gifted identification are accepted as best practice in
the United States, many educators in the United States still mistakenly equate giftedness
with both high assessment scores and high academic achievement (Ritchotte, Suhr,
Alfurayh, & Graefe, 2016). This leads not only to underachieving students failing to
qualify for gifted services because they do not meet a combination of criteria that often
include evidence of high achievement (Renzulli, 2005) but also identified gifted students
being “ungifted” or removed from gifted programs when their achievement declines
(Ritchotte et al., 2015).
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Characteristics and Contributing Factors
of Underachievement in Saudi Arabia
Regarding the characteristics of Saudi gifted underachievers, it was difficult for
participants to identify specific characteristics since there are no identification processes
or services for such students. Because these students are not recognized as
underachievers and, frankly, the vast majority of educators do not acknowledge
underachievement exists in this population, it is difficult to observe characteristic
behaviors. Similarly, U.S gifted underachievers manifest a variety of different
characteristics, some are easier to see (e.g., disruptive behavior) while others tend to go
unnoticed (e.g., low self-esteem; Siegle & McCoach, 2009). Moreover, the lack of
awareness about this group of students is due to the novelty of gifted programs in Saudi
Arabia. Although Saudi Arabia is making great strides in trying to support gifted
students, a great deal of professional development is needed when it comes to
understanding complex issues like underachievement.
Disengagement was reported by all of the participants as a defining characteristic
of gifted underachievers. Disengagement was demonstrated by students appearing bored,
appearing to lack motivation, refusing to participate in schoolwork, lateness in
completing school-related tasks, sleeping in class, and excluding themselves from class
discussions. Disengagement goes hand in hand with lack of motivation. Lack of
motivation results in disengagement that might present itself in a lack of attention (Siegle
& McCoach, 2005). A curriculum that gifted students perceive as meaningless often
results in poor student motivation and, consequently, disengagement and
underachievement (Kanevsky & Keighly, 2003; McCoach & Siegle, 2003a; Ritchotte et
al., 2014; Siegle & McCoach, 2005).
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It has been estimated that many high ability students have already mastered about
40-50% of the curriculum taught in traditional elementary classrooms before they even
step foot in the classroom (Reis et al., 1993). According to Kanevesky and Keighly
(2003), an unchallenging curriculum often leads to disengagement and boredom, thus
negatively affecting achievement; earning high grades is not enough of a motivator for
students to engage in academic work they feel is meaningless (Reis, Hébert, Diaz,
Maxfield, & Ratley, 1995). Intellectually stimulating and challenging curricula along
with qualified gifted teachers increase students’ motivation and their achievement. When
schools designed to serve gifted students have the same curricula, teachers, and
characteristics of traditional schools, these schools are less likely to meet gifted students’
needs and interests. Therefore, these schools might unintentionally lead to low
motivation, boredom, and underachievement. This was found in the current study. The
majority of the participants commented the curriculum was not differentiated for students
in the gifted school. They believed gifted students underachieved, in part, because they
were not challenged by the instruction they were receiving. Kanevsky and Keighly also
found an unchallenging curriculum leads to boredom, which in turn leads to student
underachievement.
Moreover, in Saudi Arabia, there is a lack of qualified teachers who are trained in
how to support gifted students’ learning needs. Teachers play an important role in their
students’ motivation and achievement (Siegle & McCoach, 2009). Findings from the
current study indicated Saudi teachers lacked initial training in gifted education and did
not seek to develop their knowledge about gifted education and appropriate teaching
strategies. The participants contended untrained teachers who were unresponsive to
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meeting the learning needs of their gifted students most likely contributed to student
disengagement and underachievement. In the United States, about 61% of teachers do
not have training in how to meet the needs of identified gifted students (Robinson, Shore,
& Enerson, 2007). U.S. teachers who are untrained in gifted education and unware that
gifted students might learn differently are often unable to accommodate the needs of
these students in the classroom (Davis & Rimm, 1998; Ford, 1996). Unfortunately,
similar to Saudi Arabia, some U.S. teachers might believe they are not in need of
professional development to better serve gifted students (Bain et al., 2007).
Based on findings from this study, Saudi gifted underachievers also were believed
to engage in disruptive behavior when they felt their needs were not being met by their
teachers. Consequently, they might develop negative attitudes toward their teachers to
justify their low achievement because their needs were not being met or they were being
picked on in class by the teacher. They might begin to refuse their teachers’ instructions
and show aggressive and disruptive behaviors (Berkowitz, 2004; Diaz, 1998). Negative
attitudes toward teachers are predictive of underachievement in gifted students in the
United States (Matthews & McBee, 2007; McCoach & Siegle, 2003a). Gifted students’
decisions to underachieve might further be impacted by a teacher’s personality and
teaching style (Peters et al., 2000). Early research by Whitmore (1980) found in general
gifted students are more sensitive to negative feedback and might act out as a result.
Sensitivity was one of the characteristics identified by teachers in this study. This “acting
out” might disappear outside of the classroom because they might feel a sense of
belonging, autonomy, and competence in outside activities and at home (Emerick, 1992).
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Disengagement and underachievement of Saudi students also appeared to be
influenced by family and students’ future aspirations or lack thereof. Saudi parents might
treat their children who are identified as gifted in a more adult manner because they
appear very mature for their age. This failure to understand asynchronous development
(or uneven intellectual, academic, social, or emotional development) causes undue
pressure to be placed on the child and forces him/her to feel the need to live up to his/her
parents’ unrealistic expectations (Rimm & Lowe, 1988). Saudi gifted students often have
two choices--either meet these high expectations, which might put them under constant
pressure that could negatively affect their psychological and emotional development, or
intentionally get low grades so they will not be classified as gifted. Attempting to meet
unrealistically high expectations often leads to underachievement (Siegle & McCoach,
2009). Saudi gifted underachievers are believed to become frustrated when they are
unable to reach unrealistic expectations placed on them by parents and teachers. As a
result, they might begin to doubt their “giftedness.” Debate in the United States is
ongoing concerning whether gifted underachievers’ self-concepts are high (McCoach &
Siegle, 2003a) or low (Diaz, 1998).
Further, several participants in this study stated if the occupations of the parents
and older siblings were at the working class level in Saudi Arabia, the student might not
see the importance of high achievement and how it might affect their future if certain
desirable and lucrative careers seem out of reach. Saudi parents and older siblings might
indirectly or directly reinforce this notion. This result was similar to Peterson’s (2001)
finding that some parents of underachievers had negative attitudes toward their own
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career choices, which indirectly influenced their gifted underachiever’s attitude toward
schoolwork.
Also very similar to the research base on underachievement in the United States
was the finding that Saudi gifted underachievers seemed to lack goal valuation (McCoach
& Siegle, 2003a). According to McCoach and Siegle (2003a), “Goal valuation is a
precursor to motivation” (p. 151). When students value academic tasks, they are believed
to achieve at higher levels (McCoach & Siegle, 2003a; Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990;
Ritchotte et al., 2014; Rubenstein et al., 2012; Siegle & McCoach, 2005). Participants
repeatedly stated not seeing a connection to the future (e.g., career goals seemed
unattainable), which most likely contributed heavily to gifted students’
underachievement.
Another contributing factor to underachievement among Saudi gifted
underachievers was challenging circumstances outside of school including divorce,
moving from one school to another, and low financial status. Similarly, Zabloski and
Milacci (2012) conducted a qualitative phenomenological study and found these types of
life changing events, e.g., a divorce, had a negative impact on students’ academic
achievements. Moreover, like Zabloski and Milacci, Peterson (2001) found family
problems including family conflict and life transitions were associated with
underachievement. Moving from the traditional school to the gifted school also could
lead to underachievement. Initial underachievement and poor self-concept resulting from
homogeneous grouping of gifted students might add support the Big-Fish-Little-Pond
Effect (Marsh, 1987; Marsh et al., 1995). Other research suggested gifted underachievers
have poor self-concept when grouped with like-ability peers (Baslanti &McCoach, 2006;
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Van Boxtel & Monks, 1992). Lastly, with regard to low financial status, Wyner et al.
(2007) found students from higher income families achieved at levels twice as high as
students from low-income families.
In addition, being labeled as gifted was thought to be a burden for Saudi gifted
underachievers due to the accompanying unrealistic expectations of teachers and parents
(Berkowitz, 2004). Gifted students are often under scrutiny due to their giftedness so
they feel they need to act as others want or expect including teachers and parents
(Berkowitz, 2004). Further, peers might have a strong impact on gifted students’
achievement (Siegle & McCoach, 2009). Peers might bully gifted students and exclude
them from their social group (Peterson & Ray, 2006). This kind of mockery has driven
some gifted students to score low grades to remove this stereotype to become friends with
others in the school (Peterson & Ray, 2006). Saudi gifted students tended to dispose of
the label of gifted by choosing to be underachievers. Even some students felt honor in
underachieving in response to an environment they felt was unsafe and not conducive to
learning (Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003).
Finally, participants in this study stated underachievement among gifted students
was believed to be most prominent during the middle school years. This is similar to the
United States where the majority of gifted underachievers were probably considered as
high achievers in primary school and underachievers by mid to late middle school and
early high school (Peterson, 2001; Peterson & Colangelo, 1996; Zabloski & Milacci,
2012). Just as Ritchotte et al. (2014) indicated that middle school students might be at
greater risk of underachievement, underachievement was reported to be more likely to
appear among Saudi gifted students at the middle school level.
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Reversing Underachievement in
Saudi Arabia
Clear methods of reversing underachievement among gifted students in Saudi
Arabia might not exist because of the novelty of gifted education. According to Reis and
McCoach (2000) and Ritchotte et al. (2015), there is no universal intervention to reverse
underachievement among gifted students. However, findings from the current study did
suggest that to reverse underachievement, a team of specialists needs to develop
individual intervention plans for students. Also, encouragement should be the starting
point to reverse underachievement by reminding students of their previous successes and
potential to achieve if they apply themselves. These suggestions were similar to Ritchotte
et al.’s (2015) recommendations to reverse underachievement.
In addition, most of the participants’ responses emphasized the need for
counseling of gifted underachievers. Similarly, Siegle and McCoach (2009) indicated
counseling and instructional interventions are the most frequent methods to reverse
underachievement. An interesting finding was the reversal of underachievement at the
university level when students gained more autonomy in their education. This has
implications for how Saudi educators instruct students at the primary, middle, and
secondary levels. Students’ desire for autonomy in their learning was mentioned
repeatedly across the interviews.
Novel Findings
Although many findings from this study paralleled findings from U.S. studies on
gifted underachievement, a couple of unique findings also emerged. Being a leader and
being creative were found to be positive characteristics that distinguished Saudi gifted
underachievers. Typically, in the United States, positive characteristics are not discussed
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when gifted underachievement is the topic at hand. Saudi underachievers were thought to
be leaders. The majority of participants indicated Saudi gifted underachievers’ leadership
abilities tended to appear in non-classroom activities. These students were mentioned as
being able to manage and guide their peers to make school trips and parties a success, had
great skills in influencing others, and gained peers' confidence in leading non-classroom
activities.
Further, when creativity and underachievement are mentioned side by side in the
United States, it is usually to demonstrate a negative relationship between the two. For
example, creativity is believed to contribute to underachievement among many gifted
students because their creativity conflicts with traditional school environments, prevents
them from discussions with teachers and peers, and precludes them from completing
boring schoolwork, thus leading these students to become troublemakers and
underachievers (Kim, 2008). In this study, creativity was not discussed as contributing to
underachievement. Rather, it was discussed as a positive characteristic; these students
were mentioned to come up with new and distinctive ideas when solving problems,
planning trips, and marketing. They often did the activities and tasks in creative ways
and different from their peers.
Additionally, although middle school appears to be the time when
underachievement begins for Saudi gifted students, the reason why this educational level
is critical appears to be somewhat different from U.S. gifted students. At this level, Saudi
male students begin to feel they have become men and must prove their manhood.
Moreover, they try to make their own decisions and not allow anyone to interfere in their
lives. Also, the students feel they must rely on themselves so they are annoyed by too
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much guidance by parents or teachers. They might be especially annoyed with teachers’
guidance because they no longer view teachers as holders of knowledge as they can now
access their own knowledge via the internet. Further, these students might start to
become more confident and feel that questioning teachers is acceptable behavior. Their
stubbornness tends to increase during middle school as they find the courage to make
decisions, sometimes without thinking through the consequences. These changes in
adolescence might interfere with high academic achievement.
Implications for Practice
This research helped address the critical gap in the literature and increase the
awareness and understanding about gifted underachievement among teachers, parents,
coordinators, society members, and stakeholders in Saudi Arabia. There are benefits of
exploring the gifted underachievement phenomenon in Saudi Arabia in the form of
contributing to the research literature, which in turn will help in the development of
policies regarding gifted education in Saudi Arabia. It is hoped this research will lead to
discussion and even action with regard to identifying gifted underachievers in Saudi
Arabia, recommendations that will prevent gifted students from underachieving, and
strategies to reverse underachievement.
In terms of prevention, leadership and creativity emerged as positive
characteristics. Educators might use those strengths to overcome weaknesses by
supporting students in these areas. We can provide them with training in how to use their
creativity in studying and learning. We can also use and direct students’ leadership
abilities toward increasing their achievement by providing them with training on how to
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use their leadership skills to support their studies (e.g., leading study groups and research
projects).
Further, autonomy appeared to be very important to Saudi gifted underachievers.
Waiting until gifted students go to college and hoping their underachievement gets
reversed there is not a viable solution. Educators should provide gifted students with
many choices in curriculum throughout their schooling, opportunities to independently
choose topics of interest, and to conduct investigations or research with an adult mentor.
Supporting students in becoming autonomous learners could change learning from
revolving around the teacher to revolving around the learner, thus helping the student
achieve at a higher level. Additionally, educators need to show students that learning
does have application to their future and maybe give them examples of people who
thought certain careers were out of reach but achieved their goals anyway. In addition,
schools should set up trips for their students to visit hospitals, universities, or the
Education Ministry to expose students to possible future careers and provide them with
hope for the future.
Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research
In Saudi Arabia, there is a need for more research in the area of gifted
underachievement and a significant need for professional development in this area. A
limitation of this study was its small sample size. Although it was appropriate for this
exploratory qualitative study, future research should replicate this study with a larger
sample in order to acquire a deeper understanding of gifted underachievement in Saudi
Arabia.
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Another limitation had to do with only including the voices of male educators and
parents. Given Saudi customs, only male specialists were interviewed and they had only
taught male students. Therefore, the findings of this study might not apply to Saudi
gifted females. Thus, future research should seek to understand gifted underachievement
from the Saudi female perspective. Another limitation concerned including participants
from just one region in Saudi Arabia. Future research should seek to replicate this study
in different regions and cities around Saudi Arabia. A final limitation was
underachievement was explored from the perspectives of individuals who were not
underachievers themselves or who might not have had much direct experience with gifted
underachievers. Future research should seek to acquire a variety of participants including
Saudi gifted underachievers themselves, their siblings, and peers to gain a more wellrounded understanding of the phenomenon of gifted underachievement in Saudi Arabia.
Conclusion
In this study, three parents, four teachers, and three gifted education coordinators
shared their beliefs that gifted underachievement does exist in Saudi Arabia. With minor
prompting, the participants were able to identify descriptions of Saudi gifted
underachievers and provide thoughts about contributing factors of gifted
underachievement in children and youth whom they had encountered in school and at
home. Current methods for identifying giftedness in Saudi Arabian students have relied
solely on grades and high IQ. Restrictive identification procedures and a lack of teacher
awareness of the concept of gifted underachievement seemed to narrow the view of what
giftedness looked like among Saudi students. With an increase in teacher awareness, less
restrictive identification procedures, and a subsequent shift in instructional strategies,

116
curriculum, and programming that fully addresses the needs of gifted students,
underachievement might be mitigated in Saudi Arabia.
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Screening Protocol for Gifted Education Coordinators
I will contact the gifted education administrator of a central city in Saudi Arabia,
inform his of the study’s purpose, and notify him about the inclusion criteria for
participant selection. The gifted education administrator will act as a gate-keeper and put
me in contact with approximately 10-12 potential participants who fit the inclusion
criteria.
Recommended gifted education coordinators will be contacted to confirm
eligibility for the study. I will contact all three coordinators by phone and make sure they
fit the criteria for participating in this study. The phone dialogue will be:
***
Hi, I am Naif Alfurayh. I am a doctoral student at the University of Northern
Colorado and I am conducting a study about the phenomena of gifted underachievement
in Saudi Arabia. I got your name and phone number from the administrator of gifted
education and I was wondering if you are willing to participate in my study. The purpose
of the study is to understand the perceptions of teachers of gifted students, parents of
gifted children and gifted coordinators in Saudi Arabia regarding the phenomenon of
Saudi gifted students who underachieve in school.
1. Do you have experience coordinating gifted programs for at least three years?
2. Do you have awareness of underachievement among Saudi gifted students?
3. Do you have interest in participating in this study?
4. Do you have any questions about the study?
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If either # 1 or 2 are answered with a “No,” I will thank them for their time and ask if
they can recommend other people who fit these criteria. Questions # 3 and 4 will not be
asked.
Screening Protocol for Gifted Education Teachers
Recommended gifted education teachers will be contacted to confirm eligibility
for the study. I will contact all four teachers by phone and make sure they fit the criteria
for participating in this study. The phone dialogue will be:
***
Hi, I am Naif Alfurayh. I am a doctoral student at the University of Northern
Colorado and I am conducting a study about the phenomena of gifted underachievement
in Saudi Arabia. I got your name and phone number from the administrator of gifted
education and I was wondering if you are willing to participate in my study. The purpose
of the study is to understand the perceptions of teachers of gifted students, parents of
gifted children and gifted coordinators in Saudi Arabia regarding the phenomenon of
Saudi gifted students who underachieve in school.
1. Do you have four years of teaching experience with at least one year of
experience at the gifted magnet school?
2. Do you have awareness of underachievement among Saudi gifted students?
3. Do you have interest in participating in this study?
4. Do you have any questions about the study?

140
If either # 1 or 2 are answered with a “No,” I will thank them for their time and ask if
they can recommend other people who fit these criteria. Questions # 3 and 4 will not be
asked.

Screening Protocol for Parents of Gifted Students
Recommended parents of gifted students will be contacted to confirm eligibility
for the study. I will contact all three parents by phone and make sure they fit the criteria
for participating in this study. The phone dialogue will be:
***
Hi, I am Naif Alfurayh. I am a doctoral student at the University of Northern
Colorado and I am conducting a study about the phenomena of gifted underachievement
in Saudi Arabia. I got your name and phone number from the administrator of gifted
education and I was wondering if you are willing to participate in my study. The purpose
of the study is to understand the perceptions of teachers of gifted students, parents of
gifted children and gifted coordinators in Saudi Arabia regarding the phenomenon of
Saudi gifted students who underachieve in school.
1. Do you have a gifted child at the gifted magnet school?
2. Do you have awareness of underachievement among Saudi gifted students?
3. Do you have interest in participating in this study?
4. Do you have any questions about the study?
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If either # 1 or 2 are answered with a “No,” I will thank them for their time and ask if
they can recommend other people who fit these criteria. Questions # 3 and 4 will not be
asked.
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
PROBES: As a teacher… as a gifted education coordinator… as a parent…


Can you explain what a gifted underachieving student is in Saudi Arabia?



Have you seen a student like that?



Imagine a gifted student who does not achieve good grades in school, tell me
what they act/look like?

PROBE: What are some of the characteristics of students like that? Do you think this is a
choice that students make?
If answered “Yes,”- What do you think caused the student to make that choice?
If answered “No,”- What do you think happened to make the student not to
achieve?


Have you seen a student a student change from underachieving to achieving? Tell
me story

PROBE: What do you think brought about that change?


What do other people (students, teacher, parents) think about students who are
very bright, yet get poor grades?

PROBE: What do you think about students who are very bright, yet get poor grades?


Is there difference between gifted high achievers and gifted underachievers?
If answered “Yes,”- What are the differences?
If answered “No,”- If there is no difference, why do you think their achievement

is low?
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CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH
Project Title:
Researchers:
Research advisor:

Perceptions of Gifted Underachievement in Saudi Arabia
Naif Alfurayh
School of Special Education
Dr. Stuart Omdal (970) 351-1674 stuart.omdal@unco.edu
School of Special Education
College of Education and Behavioral Sciences
University of Northern Colorado

I am Naif Alfurayh the primary researcher of this study and I am asking for your
informed consent to participate in an interview. I know your time is valuable. The
purpose of this phenomenological study is to understand the perceptions of gifted
underachievement in Saudi Arabia. A variety of people will participate so that the
research may begin to understand underachievement in students in Saudi Arabia.
This interview should last somewhere between one 40 and an hour. I will ask for
your interpretations and/or perceptions of past and present experiences involving gifted
underachievement. The interview will be conducted face to face at a location that is
convenient to you. For the purpose of reviewing the interview with you, an audio recording
will be conducted during the interview. At any point during the interview that you would
like to stop recording please inform the researcher and your recording will stop.
Any recording made by the researcher will be considered private and respected by
the researcher as such. The transcriptions and recordings will be stored for a period of five
years on a locked password protected personal computer. I will try to achieve anonymity
of your responses by giving you a pseudonym for the recording and transcriptions of this
interview.
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if
you begin participation, you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your
decision will be respected and will not result in a loss of benefits to which you are otherwise
entitled. Please retain this consent form for your records and future reference. Please select
the appropriate radio button below if you consent to participate in this research. If you have
any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research participant, please contact the
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Office of Sponsored Programs, Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado Greeley, CO
80639; 970-351-1907.
Signature: ______________________________

Date: ________________________

